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ABSTRACT 
This qualitative research study explored the experiences of female African 
American students at elite boarding schools who were graduates of a Boston nonprofit 
program called Beacon Academy. Beacon Academy prepares eighth grade public school 
students for admission and success at independent schools, and the study participants 
described the social, cultural, and academic preparation with which Beacon equipped 
them. Using phenomenological research methods, the purpose of this study was to 
identify the commonalities in these girls ' experiences, coping responses, protective 
factors, and identity changes during their years at boarding school. 
Using the framework of Spencer's (2001) Phenomenological Variant of Ecological 
Systems Theory (PVEST), the analysis of the transcribed interviews resulted in the 
identification of three common themes from the female African American students' 
accounts of their experiences as Beacon Academy graduates and as boarding school 
students. These common themes included the importance of Beacon Academy 
preparation, racial stressors at boarding school, and coping strategies. Beacon prepared 
these girls with emotional support, cultural competence, and awareness of the 
importance of work habits and motivation. All of the girls faced racial microaggressions 
vi 
-- or subtle forms of racism- as psychological stressors at boarding schools, but learned 
to cope with them through a set of bicultural coping strategies. Implications for 
independent schools, nonprofit programs, and diversity issues at all institutions are 
discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 
Students of color at elite boarding schools face adversity in a setting that is not 
well understood by the general public, one that is profoundly influenced by perceptions 
and experiences of gender, race, and class. They attend schools with long histories of 
racial and class exclusion and privilege. It is not surprising then that students and 
families, as well as the schools themselves who are acutely aware of the challenges of 
"diversity" in elite settings, turn to preparatory programs, such as Beacon Academy, for 
help in preparing students of color academically, socially, and emotionally for these 
contexts. 
By most measures, students who enter Beacon Academy, and programs like it, 
could be categorized as resilient (Kitano & Lewis, 2005); they have faced life obstacles-
poverty, family instability, overcrowded schools, pressures from peer groups- that are 
anything but typical for the ordinary freshman entering a New England boarding 
school. However, when enrolling at Beacon Academy, they are also made aware that 
they must learn new skills, knowledge, and coping strategies, beyond the ones that they 
were previously successful in their neighborhoods, schools, and families. In addition to 
strong academic and cultural preparation, they are taught about and compelled to 
practice how to work strenuously toward specific goals, how to try hard consistently 
despite setbacks, and how to ask for and use support from adults and peers when it is 
needed. 
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We know very little about the challenges and coping strategies of resilient and 
successful students in elite school settings. These are students who feel "a part" of these 
educational institutions- for example, they are often included in the schools' marketing 
material as part of every school's diversity efforts and are frequently active participants 
in the schools' multicultural organizations and activities- but yet still experience their 
lives as "apart" from the experiences of other students (Gaztambide-Fernandez & 
DiAquoi, 2010). They engage in continual, little understood negotiations that help them 
to adapt, achieve, and reconcile their identities as Mrican American students from urban 
backgrounds who must transition to full-time boarding school life with students and 
adults from different racial and class backgrounds. Additionally, for female Mrican 
Americans at these schools, even less is known about the unique experiences of girls 
who must not only address new challenges related to race and socioeconomic class but 
must also confront stereotypes and hardships, many of them for the first time, based on 
their identities as African American females. 
Furthermore, there is a paucity of research on how mediating institutions or 
organizations- such as Beacon Academy- play a role in supporting students through 
this transition to independent school life. The mission of these organizations, such as 
Beacon Academy or Prep for Prep or other minority support programs, is to prepare 
urban students of color for the social and academic challenges of independent school 
life. Yet we know little from the students themselves in today 's schools about how this 
preparation may influence the students' perceptions of these challenges, the coping 
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strategies that they identify as available to them during the transition to independent 
schools, and the ways in which these coping skills may evolve over time. 
The research related to resilience attempts to account for why- despite adversity 
- some individuals do succeed. While there has been increased attention to the 
achievement gaps between different populations and demographic groups, and a focus 
on explanations about why some do not succeed, there has also been more research 
devoted to explaining how and why many individuals in similar, difficult situations 
experience success. Early attempts to study resilience were grounded in a "deficit 
orientation," in which children who did not demonstrate "resilience" were thought to be 
deficient or lacking some specific characteristic or a necessary disposition. But later 
research has paid more attention to the strengths and resources that resilient children 
possess (O'Connor, 2002; Kanevsky, 2003). 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the present study was to explore the lived experiences of female 
African American students who were graduates of Beacon Academy, a nonprofit that 
prepares public school students for independent schools throughout New England. 
Through phenomenology, this study attempted to identify the commonalities in these 
girls' experiences, coping responses, protective factors, and identity changes during 
their years at boarding school. Additionally, through the lens of Spencer's (2001) 
Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST), the analysis from the 
interviews resulted in the identification of common themes from the female African 
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American students ' accounts of their experiences as Beacon Academy graduates and as 
boarding school students. 
Research Questions 
Since the purpose of this phenomenological study was to capture and describe 
the experiences and perceptions of African American girls who had graduated from 
Beacon Academy, the research questions were broad and included the following: 
a) How do female African American students who have graduated from a 
nonprofit preparatory program describe the experience of attending a New England 
boarding school? 
b) How do they describe their coping strategies for negotiating the academic and 
social contexts of an independent school? 
c) What meaning do these girls attribute to role of gender, class, and race in their 
lives at boarding school? 
Researcher's Interest 
I am both a former independent school student and teacher. At a selective 
independent school outside of Boston, I was a social studies and English teacher and 
served as the social studies curriculum coordinator. I also taught during summer 
sessions at a boarding school outside of Boston. During my years as a teacher, I 
participated in many meetings about students of color who were struggling 
academically and socially. I saw many of the few students of color "counseled out" - or 
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asked to leave - because of these difficulties. This problem- the inability of students of 
color to succeed at my school- was perceived to be so urgent and poorly understood by 
many trustees, administrators, and faculty members that the school commissioned a 
study by outside evaluators funded by the Ford Foundation. 
In committees on which I served to help with that study, I thought a great deal 
about my own experiences as a white, working class student on full scholarship from an 
economically struggling rural town who graduated from an elite boarding school during 
the early 1990s. Although I was not confronted by the barriers of race, I remembered 
vividly how I struggled (often unsuccessfully) to negotiate between two very different 
cultural worlds. Before I went away to boarding school, I knew no one who had ever 
graduated from an independent school or a boarding school; in fact, neither of my 
parents and very few adults that I knew (besides my teachers) had gone to college. My 
father was a chimney sweep, who- in a sb·ange twist of fate- had cleaned the chimney 
of the summer cabin of my boarding school ' s academic dean years before. During my 
years at boarding school, I never told another student or a teacher about my father's 
occupation, my scholarship, or my family's precarious financial circumstances. Years 
later, when I served as a teacher representative on this achievement gap study, I 
remembered what it was like to feel that no one at my school - not my friends, teachers, 
houseparents, or deans- could understand where I came from or the emotional and 
financial challenges that my attendance at this school created for me as well as for my 
family. But I also realize now that my experiences as a white student - whose class 
status could remain largely invisible much of the time - were very different from 
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students of color, whose racial differences are visible reminders of the real and 
perceived barriers between them and the majority of their peers. 
Based on my own experiences, I believe that there is an urgent need for more 
research about what the experiences of underrepresented students in elite institutions 
are like. As a teacher and a participant in the study at my school that examined the 
racial achievement gap, I felt that there were many oversimplified assumptions about 
why less privileged students or students of color often struggle so much at these schools; 
many stakeholders argued that these students often do not succeed because they come 
from cultural backgrounds that do not value education or achievement, that they have 
academic skill deficits that are nearly impossible to remediate, or that students are raised 
without a certain type of work ethic. Thus, this study was informed by my own belief 
that before we can adequately address the needs of students from different 
backgrounds, we must have a much better understanding of what these students 
experience in all of its complexity - the negotiations that these students must learn, the 
emotional struggles that they face, and their perceptions of the costs and benefits of 
attendance at these schools. Based on my personal experiences, I believe that we as 
researchers must move beyond a "deficit model" to understanding the experiences of 
underrepresented groups and dig more deeply into the richness of these groups' 
experiences. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
In this chapter the relevant research and conceptual frameworks are examined in 
order to understand the unique cultural and historical contexts of elite boarding schools 
and to outline the theoretical constructs that serve as a foundation for analyzing the 
study participants' experiences. While there has been research on the educational 
experiences of African Americans in predominantly white settings, such as in public 
schools, universities and (less often) in independent schools, there has not been a focus 
on the coping sh·ategies that these students use to respond to specific racial challenges in 
elite independent school settings and to negotiate their environments. This chapter will 
begin with a description of independent schools in the United States, including elite 
boarding schools more specifically, as well as the prior research on the experiences of 
students of color who have attended them in recent decades. Next, the prior research 
on the theoretical concepts of resilience and coping that are most relevant to 
understanding the experiences of this group of African American girls are reviewed. 
The Context: Elite Independent Schools 
The most selective and elite independent schools are rarely part of the public 
debate about how to address the problems or inequities of the educational system in our 
country since most scholars and education reformers assert that they are interested in 
improving the condition of the vast majority of students, rather than focusing on a select 
few (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009b, p. 1090). In the public mind- as well as in 
education research comparing private and public schools (Rothstein, Carnoy, 
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Benveniste, 1999; Benveniste, Carnoy, & Rothstein, 2003) --these schools are often either 
lumped together with all schools that are not public, including parochial schools, with 
which they may share very little in common, or they are perceived as vestiges of another 
historical era from movies or novels. 
But in fact, these schools continue to play a role in the education of a large 
number of the powerful and successful in our society that is disproportionate to the tiny 
fraction of students who actually attend them. While research in this area has been scant 
in the past two decades, prior research has shown that graduates from elite private 
schools are unequally represented on Wall Street, high-level government positions, and 
top law firms (Smigel, 1964; Prescott, 1970; Cookson & Persell, 1985). For example, as 
recently as the late 1980s about 12% of senior business leaders from a large sample of the 
country 's Fortune 500 companies graduated from one of the top few boarding schools 
(Useem & Karabel, 1990). Other research from this period concluded that it is difficult to 
"underestimate the impact of independent schools on the development of public, civic, 
and corporate leadership," since a "staggering majority of independent school graduates 
go on to complete college and graduate school and enter the most influential professions 
and careers in business, medicine, law, journalism, and public service" (Speede-Franklin, 
1988, p . 30). 
Even if a diploma from one of the nation's top boarding schools is hardly the 
direct ticket to success, power and influence that it once was, more current research has 
found that graduates of elite schools- possibly because of these schools' close 
connections to the most selective colleges in the country and because of their intense 
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college advisory system- benefit from significant advantages in the college admissions 
process and are more likely to attend selective colleges (McDonough, 1997; LeTendre, 
Gonzalez, & Nomi, 2006) . About 95% to 100% of students from the top boarding 
schools are accepted to four-year colleges, typically the most selective colleges. Elite 
secondary schools have been described by researchers as "feeder schools" to elite 
universities, through which attendance at a "feeder school" is "identified as a key 
organizational link in the maintenance of non-meritocratic pathways into elite colleges" 
(LeTendre, Gonzalez, & Nomi, 2006, p. 7) . Persell and Cookson (1990) describe the 
process through which elite independent school students are given "an inside track to 
gaining acceptance to desired colleges" as "bartering"; while for most high school 
students the college admissions process is a "relatively standardized, bureaucratic 
procedure," for students at independent schools, this process is instead a "negotiation" 
between "close networks of personal relationships between officials at certain private 
schools and some elite colleges" (p. 29). 
There is a tremendous amount of variation in the type and quality of private 
school education, just as there is among public schools. Private schools include, for 
example, a diverse range of schools including religiously affiliated or parochial schools, 
secular independent schools, and for-profit proprietary schools. While public school 
enrollment is a reflection of the school district' s demographic characteristics, private 
schools compete for their students. Most private schools do not actually appeal to 
parents with an explicitly academic focus and nature; instead, they appeal to- and 
distinguish themselves in a competitive academic market-- parents who wish for a 
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religiously focused education for their children or who are attracted to the promise of 
increased levels of safety and discipline at a religious school (Benveniste, Carnoy, & 
Rothstein, 2003). 
Selective, academically focused independent schools are the minority of private 
schools serving only less than one percent of the total student population (Gaztambide-
Fernandez, 2009b). Yet scholars have debated the important role that these schools 
historically have had in the creation and reproduction of an elite social class in the 
United States (Cookson & Persell, 1985). These "elite pathways," many argue, exist in 
order for parents "to ensure the transmission of social privilege" (LeTendre, Gomez, & 
Nomi, 2006, p. 6). 
For example, Cookson and Persell (1985) conducted a well-cited and influential 
sociological study of dozens of American boarding and prep schools and concluded that 
these schools have played a central role in the production of the nation's most privileged 
classes. According to Cookson and Persell, students at exclusive prep schools 
accumulate "cultural capital," or a "treasure trove of skills and status symbols that can 
be used in later life" (p. 30). For much of their histories, these schools were perceived by 
a wealthy few as critical "rites of passage" through which their children developed 
allegiance to the other members of a small and privileged elite (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 
2009b). When these schools are written about in the newspaper even today, they are 
generally preceded by terms such as "exclusive" or "elite." For many, their existence 
brings forth mixed emotions and opinions; they are simultaneously envied and resented 
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for representing "both the advantages conveyed by privilege and the insulation of 
privilege from the presumed melting pot of public education" (Powell, p. 4) . 
These schools call themselves "independent," "prep" or "private" schools. These 
terms are often used interchangeably but each of these terms, as used by researchers and 
the independent school community, refer to a secular, nonprofit, self-governing 
institution with a strongly academic mission focused on preparation for competitive 
four-year colleges. These are schools that live in "perpetual jeopardy": if their 
reputations suffer or the economy depletes their enrollments, they will fail and will not 
be "bailed out" by the public sector. At the same time this sense of "perpetual jeopardy" 
can also be seen as an organizational advantage for independent schools because their 
independence compels them to make improvements to earn public respect, to adapt to 
changing economic and social conditions, and to stay ahead of their competition in the 
private school market (Powell, 1996, p . 61). By all counts, the most selective 
independent schools have learned to adapt to the cultural and social changes of the past 
few decades; even during tough economic times, they are doing exceptionally well, as 
the number of applications they receive each year increase and their endowments 
continue to swell. While the number of students at independent schools rose 11.6% in 
the 10 years through the 2005-2006 school year, the average endowment per student 
during that period rose 93.5%, adjusted for inflation. Many of these prep schools have 
endowments that rival liberal arts colleges. 
These schools are formally governed by a board of trustees, who are chosen by 
other trustees, not elected by residents or parents. From her research on independent 
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schools, Kane (1991) identifies five other basic characteristics of all independent schools, 
in addition to a self-governing board of trustees. First, they are also self-supporting 
because they rely on tuition rather than government funding and thus satisfy families as 
clients. Secondly, every independent school is responsible for creating its own self-
designed curriculum. A third characteristic is the fact that independent schools "self-
select" their students through an admissions process that may include applications, 
standardized test scores, and letters of reference. This process also involves "mutual 
selection," in which "the school chooses the student, but the student also chooses the 
school" (p. 400). Students' social and academic behavior is affected by the knowledge 
that the school is under no obligation to retain them. A fourth characteristic is that the 
faculty is also self-selected. Independent schools do not have to follow laws about 
teacher certification. Elite independent schools show a strong preference for teachers 
with undergraduate, as well as graduate, majors in the liberal arts. Most independent 
schools "are not convinced that professional preparation in education is necessary" and 
may view education courses as "of lesser intellectual merit than courses in their 
academic fields" (Kane, 1991, p. 401). Lastly, these independent schools are also 
typically smaller than public schools, with a median student enrollment of 318 at the 
high school level and a much smaller class size. Parents most often state that they 
choose independent schools in order to make sure that their children receive greater 
levels of personal attention. 
In sum, the administrative structure at independent schools is less bureaucratic 
and much less tightly managed than public schools. However, the organizational 
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structure of independent schools is characterized not only by the "looseness" -- or the 
degree of autonomy and shared power structure-- of its management and leadership, 
but also by the "tightness" of its culture and philosophy and the assumed cohesiveness 
of the school ' s values, norms, mission, and socialization processes (Kane & Mason, 
1992). 
But why are some of these independent schools called "elite" in the research 
literature? How is an "elite" independent school different from other types of nonpublic 
- even those that designate themselves as "independent" -- or even the wealthiest public 
schools? Most previous research has not been successful in identifying the unique 
characteristics of these schools that are relevant to understanding them today. Several 
scholars in the past several decades have tried to categorize these schools on the basis of 
imprecise measures of their social exclusivity, such as the number of families with 
children in the school who are listed in the Social Register, or subjective judgments about 
the prestige of their founders (Cookson & Persell, 1985; Batzell, 1958). For instance, 
Levine (1980) outlined three basic categories of elite schools on the basis of the reasons 
for their founding: the "St. Grottlesex" schools (such as Groton, St. Paul ' s, and 
Middlesex); Andover and Exeter; and an intermediate group of less socially exclusive 
schools than the St. Grottlesex schools (such as Hotchkiss and Choate). 
Although it is interesting to learn the early history of why many of the schools 
were established during the mid and late 1800s to insulate the wealthiest and oldest 
families from new immigrant groups and from a new millionaire class of industrialists 
(or "new money"), these histories and categorizations do little to tell us about the schools 
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of today; these institutions are now very different from the schools of several decades 
ago since nearly all are co-ed and admit significant numbers of students of color and 
students who need financial aid. Despite the difficulties that elite schools have had in 
fully integrating students from diverse backgrounds into their communities that will 
soon be described in more detail, they have come a long way from places that 
sociologists Peter Cookson and Caroline Persell described as institutions that produce 
"soldiers for their class" (Cookson & Persell, 1985, p. 26). They are no longer just places 
for "Christian gentlemen who followed the footsteps of their fathers into corporate 
boardrooms with little knowledge of all those who lacked the privilege of a boarding 
school education" (Armstrong, 1990, quoted in Peshkin, 2001). 
If these schools can no longer be classified according to whether or not they serve 
only the most privileged in society because the inclusion of girls, minorities, and 
scholarship students now complicates a vision of them as "recruiters for the ruling 
class," then a new framework must be used to identify how they are distinctive from 
other types of schools. Recognizing both these schools' unique historical legacies and 
the clear changes these schools have undergone in the past few decades, Gaztambide-
Fernandez (2009a, b) introduced a new framework through which schools can be 
classified as "elite" on the basis of several dimensions. In addition to identifying 
themselves as an "independent school" using Kane's basic characteristics (1991), 
Gaztambide-Fernandez also argues that a small set of independent schools -less than 30 
-- should be considered uniquely "elite" if they fit the criteria of being "scholastically" 
elite, "historically" elite, "geographically" elite, and "demographically" elite. Because 
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this is the very small set of schools to which Beacon Academy students apply and 
around which the requirements and expectations for the Beacon Academy program is 
both implicitly and explicitly structured, it is also important to understand for the 
purposes of this study in greater detail the unique social, academic, and cultural 
characteristics of this world of elite schools. 
"Historically" and "Geographically" Elite 
According to Gaztambide-Fernandez, these schools are "historically" elite 
because of their unique histories of serving "the important function of consolidating the 
old and new aristocracies" from across the country and to "ensure that the children of 
the elites were educated among their own" (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009a, p. 35). 
Furthermore, they have survived because of the enormous financial support of wealthy 
graduates and the schools ' close connections to top colleges. Relatedly, these schools are 
"geographically elite"- founded predominantly in the Northeast and almost exclusively 
in New England-- because of the importance that architecture, rural landscape, and 
space have played in prep school life. As Gaztambide-Fernandez (2009a) describes, 
When filmmakers choose elite boarding schools as a setting, they 
typically set the scene with images of pristine campuses ... Redbrick and 
stone buildings with marble columns, archways covered in ivy, golden 
domes and tall steeples, crystal-clear lakes, and cloudless skies usually 
form the backdrop. The landscape . . . extends over hundreds of acres, 
encompassing wooded areas, brooks, meadows, and playing fields. The 
landscape is dotted with buildings where students pursue their academic, 
athletic, artistic, and extracurricular activities-buildings that range from 
quaint colonial homes to modern poured-concrete structures" (p. 37). 
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"Scholastically" Elite 
More importantly, in terms of the experiences of students today, these schools 
are "scholastically" elite because of the incredible range of academic and extracurricular 
opportunities available. Despite the relative small size of the institutions themselves, 
these schools offer a wide range of courses from numerous academic departments, 
including ancient and modern languages, all types of social sciences (from cultural 
anthropology to existential philosophy), and an extensive array of artistic and creative 
electives. The course catalogue at these schools would "be the envy of any small liberal 
arts college" (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009b, p. 1102). As Gaztambide-Fernandez points 
out, while debates about public education have focused on accountability and 
standards, elite schools have never had to respond to federal or state standards or 
accountability measures and have been free to focus on the diversity and rigor of their 
curricula. 
The teaching style at elite schools has been traditionally very different than at 
other schools (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009b). Classes are extremely small- often less 
than 10 or 15 students- and based on the Socratic method of seminar teaching. The 
public school class consists of an instructor at the front of the class with students sitting 
in rows of desks. At independent schools, large seminar tables are the norm, where 
intimate discussions and debates are held among students. In these schools- where 
faculty must not only function as but also teachers, but also as be administrators, 
academic advisors, weekend chaperones, coaches, dorm heads, and counselors -- the 
relationship between student and teacher is characterized by "easy intimacy and banter" 
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and is much less structured and is expected to be more personal than at public schools 
(Bullard, 1992, p . 161). Traditionally, the nature of teaching at independent schools has 
been strongly affected by the idea of a school as "extended family" (Cookson & Persell, 
1985), in which the "relationship between the individual child and teacher is at the heart 
of the whole enterprise" and consequently "teachers are given a great deal of latitude in 
orchestrating curriculum to meet the needs of their classes and to exploit [teachers ' ] 
strengths as scholars" (Bullard, 1992, p. 192). 
In addition to the academic curriculum, all students are required to participate 
actively in the vast array of athletic, artistic, and extracurricular offerings. Again, 
despite their very small size, most of these schools have athletic facilities that are better 
than many colleges ', including several gyms, crew boathouses, hockey rinks, multiple 
swimming pools, tennis courts, and extensive land for all types of playing fields. They 
also generally have dance studios, all types of arts studios (ceramics, photography, etc.), 
multiple theatres, and coursework offered in numerous areas of performing and visual 
arts. 
"Demographically" Elite 
Finally, all of the other ways that these schools can be characterized as "elite" are 
predicated upon the similarly strong academic abilities of its students, and an 
assumption of shared values between students, faculty, and parents relating to the 
mission of the school, as well as an "achievement-oriented, college-bound ethic" 
(Bullard, 1992, p. 168). Until the last few decades, these schools have been able to be 
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"demographically" elite and maintain a sense of shared identity and values because 
these schools made very little effort to create a demographically "diverse" student body. 
But in recent decades, elite schools have admitted females and have dramatically 
increased the number of students of color. 
The Experiences of African American Students at Elite Independent Schools 
"When trying to live in two different worlds, one is in peril of not 
belonging to either of them. One is left in a state of confusion. The 
morals, behaviors, thinking, and perspective of the world of a New York 
City housing project are radically different from those of an elite 
preparatory school in the same city. Being put in the position of changing 
one's character every morning and afternoon to adapt to two different 
worlds endangers one's identity" (Fordham, 1991, p. 470-471). 
Until the 1960s and 1970s, very few African Americans applied or attended these 
schools. Then, because of the cultural climate of this time, many institutions began to 
feel that their students would be "culturally deprived" if they did not start admitting 
more disadvantaged students; if they continued to create homogenous, upper-class 
communities, they would in fact "deprive" their elite students of the chance of being 
prepared for managing and understanding social conflict in an increasingly complex 
and culturally diverse world (Powell, 1996). During this time, the push in independent 
schools for "diversity" arose and was from the start a pragmatic economic and public 
relations strategy. Unlike many public schools, which were forcibly integrated by court 
mandates, independent school integration was voluntary. Independent schools were 
able to initiate and continue integration on their own terms, focusing on a few 
exceptional minority students who would not disrupt the school's culture or change the 
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school's cohesive community ideal. Financial assistance was made available from 
several well-funded programs, such as A Better Chance. These programs received 
millions of dollars in foundation money and federal aid and allowed thousands of 
disadvantaged urban students to attend elite schools. Because of these recruitment 
efforts, African American emollment tripled at these schools in one decade. 
From the start of their admittance of African American students, the institutional 
goal of independent schools has been a public goal to "avoid racial conflict" and to 
"praise and even canonize diversity as a community ideal" (Powell, 1996, p. 101). 
Traditionally, racial and socioeconomic differences have been "muted" at independent 
schools because of the schools' strong emphasis on what all community members have 
in common, which are "high fantily and school educational expectations and enough 
student capacity and willingness to do college preparatory academic work" (p. 109). 
These values have always been shared in independent schools because they could 
control who enters their community and could force those who do not share these 
values to leave. 
Many independent schools now state that greater "diversity" is a symbolic 
community ideal through their mission statements and through student recruitment and 
faculty hiring practices, which typically include the position of a "diversity coordinator" 
(Hall & Stevenson, 2007). Given these schools' unique mix of historical, scholastic, 
geographic, and demographic "eliteness" (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009a,b) and their 
historical legacy of exclusion, relatively little recent research has described the actual 
experiences of African American students. 
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At independent schools, particularly boarding schools, African-American 
students have reported an overwhelming feeling of conflict due to their perception of 
being caught between two different social worlds and a profound sense of alienation 
and isolation from a predominantly white and uniquely privileged school culture, as 
well as from their home, family, and friends (Datnow & Cooper, 1996, 2000; Cookson & 
Persell, 1991; DeCuir-Gunby, 2007; Arrington, Hall, & Stevenson, 2003; Kuriloff & 
Reichert, 2003; Kramer, 2008; Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, 2003). No matter what their 
achievements in the elite school environment, African Americans have described a 
feeling of remaining "outsiders within" (Cookson & Persell, 1991). African American 
students at prep schools have been found to be become emotionally exhausted from the 
constant burden of educating white students about their culture, of being seen as 
representatives for their race and class, and of constantly needing to "switch 'selves"' by 
maintaining a "pieces of their formal personal identities while trying to acclimate to the 
culture of the new school" (Thompson & Schultz, 2003, p. 46). For example, in their 
study of African-American girls at an elite independent school, Horvat and Antonio 
(1999) found that these girls knowingly changed their personalities and identities- how 
they dressed, talked, and behaved- without ever feeling like these efforts were 
successful at truly fitting in. These efforts came with great emotional stress and pain, 
but these girls were awaxe that their struggles were the "price" of learning "to fit into the 
white and wealthy environment that promised very good odds of advancing up the 
educational and social ladder of this country" thxough admission to a competitive and 
prestigious college (p. 339). 
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There is debate in the research about how African Americans learn practically to 
adapt to these settings and whether these students feel that they need to "reject" their 
previous racial and class identities as they enter these uniquely privileged environments 
(Proweller, 1999). While earlier researchers concluded that African Americans survive 
and succeed in independent schools through a sense of "racelessness" through which 
their identity as African Americans is diminished (Fordham, 1991), others have argued 
that African Americans thrive at independent schools not by learning to "act white" or 
by negating their racial identity (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) but through a sense of positive 
group identity, through a strong sense of personal racial identity, and through 
involvement in academically oriented peer networks of other African American students 
(Kramer, 2008; Kuriloff & Reichert; Cooper & Datnow, 2000). 
In short, much of this research has suggested that African Americans may 
succeed at elite schools not through the creation of "oppositional identities" that disdain 
academic achievement, as Fordham and Ogbu's (1986) controversial theory of "the 
burden of acting white" hypothesized. Instead, once they feel marginalized as 
"outsiders within," they may turn to their peers for support in overcoming the academic, 
social, and emotional challenges of these environments (Cooper & Datnow, 2000). 
Although they individually may experience invisibility, racism, and stereotyping on 
their campuses, African American students have described their peer groups as sites 
where they develop "a sophisticated set of strategies for coping with these painful 
aspects of the school's social geography" (Kuriloff & Reichert, 2003, p. 764). 
21 
More recent qualitative research at one elite independent school points to how 
the race-related challenges that African American students experience may actually 
promote resilience through increasing racial pride and developing a positive racial 
identity (DeCuir-Gunby, Martin, & Cooper, 2012). Another long-term, mixed-methods 
research project at several independent schools on the East Coast called the Success of 
African American Students (SAAS) found that perceived racism was the most significant 
stressor for African Americans at these schools (Arrington & Stevenson, 2012) . But, 
again, the students confirmed a mixed picture, or "trade-off" (p. 86), with students 
valuing the many benefits of attending an elite school (a resource-rich environment, 
college preparation, social com1ections) and explaining how a strong sense of racial 
identity can help to protect them from the many stresses of the private school 
environment. 
Kramer (2008), in a study of low-income urban students who are graduates of a 
nonprofit preparatory program, also describes another possible way that students of 
color may cope with the challenges of elite independent schools. He found that this 
program equipped its students for the social and academic challenges of independent 
schools while also preparing them to take on the role of "diversifiers." This "diversifier 
mindset"- in which they are prepared to "educate" their white peers in independent 
schools about how to interact with low-income students of color-- helped them to "find 
a sense of worth and pride in their position as the Other" in these settings and to adjust 
to elite, predominantly white environments (p. 288). 
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As part of a larger ethnographic research project of an elite boarding school, 
Gaztambide-Fernandez and DiAquoi (2010) focused on the contemporary experiences of 
students of color at boarding school. They concluded that there is no longer any 
universal narrative that will capture these students' experiences. All elite schools 
increasingly are aware of and open to discussions of diversity of all types- race, class, 
gender, and sexual orientation- and thus students of color feel both "a part" and "apart" 
from this world in which they inhabit. According to Gaztambide and DiAquoi (2010), 
all students of color at the boarding school under study were ''very aware of their racial 
identifications and the loose and incoherent seams holding their worlds together. 
Caught precariously between these worlds, students of color feel that they belong 
nowhere" (p. 75) . Yet at the same time, these students perceived this uncertain status 
potentially as "an asset" because "the experience of not fully belonging or fitting in" at 
this boarding school "will equip them with competencies that will serve them well 
outside of school as they are placed in similarly elite environments where they will 
likely remain on the periphery, even as they navigate the center" (p. 76). 
Thus, what is suggested from the scarcity of research in this area is a changing, 
yet consistent portrait of successful African American students at boarding schools as 
expert social "navigators." These students are able to negotiate multiple contexts, from 
elite school classrooms to boarding school peer groups to their families and friends at 
home, and to grapple and come to terms with complex issues of social mobility, 
privilege and identity. This "cultural flexibility" (Carter, 2010), and the experience of 
elite independent school itself, appear also to have psychological costs and to be very 
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difficult emotional work. Students of color at elite independent schools must learn not 
just to participate in multiple cultural worlds with different norms and expectations but 
also possess "a certain meta-awareness of relational strategies" and "a constellation of 
super-psychic abilities," including "an ability to juggle complex and disparate social 
identities" (p. 27). 
Mrican American Girls in Schools: An Intersectional Framework 
The strategies and behaviors that African American boys and girls have available 
to them and subsequently use to become this type of "cultural straddler" may be 
influenced by gender. Although African American boys and girls may often share 
similar race and class identities, "gender may strongly mediate their perceptions and 
behavior, in and out of school" (Hubbard, 2005, p. 606). Students are not just struggling 
to make sense of their racial identities, but they also are attempting to juggle "several 
identities, sometimes unconsciously, sometimes not, as they try to balance the social 
constructions of their race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual identities" (Carter, 2006, p. 111). 
The research about the educational experiences of African American girls and 
boys paints a complicated portrait, and it is impossible to make generalizations across all 
settings about the combined impact of gender and race. First, nationally African 
American females outperform males on nearly every measure of achievement- from 
high school graduation rates, college completion rates, graduate school enrollment rates, 
disciplinary involvement, and standardized test scores (Fashola, 2005). But at the same 
time several studies stress how African American females in educational institutions-
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from elementary school to college -- are negatively impacted by societal stereotypes 
about African American women as "loud" and "aggressive" and as not conforming to 
white mainstream standards of beauty and physical attractiveness (Grant, 1984; Morris, 
2007; Fordham, 1993, 2008; Eggleston & Miranda, 2009; Jackson, 1998; Weitz & Gordon, 
1993). Other studies emphasize the harmful effects of low expectations and stereotypes 
about African American males as "threatening" and in need of strict discipline (Morris, 
2008; Ferguson, 2000; Roderick, 2003; Isom, 2007; Carter, 2005, 2006; Hubbard, 2005; 
Swanson, Cunningham, & Spencer, 2003; Noguera, 2008). What is clear from this 
complex picture is that in schools -just as in other parts of American society - students 
integrate both gender and racial identities, and their interactions with educators and 
with educational institutions more generally are impacted by stereotypes, stigmas, and 
limitations associated with gender, class, and race (Morris, 2007). 
In the distinctive setting of independent schools, very little has been written 
about the interaction of gender and race in shaping students ' experiences. 
Ethnographies have revealed the unique gender dynamics of elite boarding school 
culture and other studies have explored how race affects students ' sense of belonging 
but none has described in detail the combined effects of race, socioeconomic class, and 
gender. In his study of life at an elite boarding school that he gives the pseudonym of 
"Weston," Gaztambide-Fernandez (2009a) states that although "race, class, and gender 
do not operate as discrete categories but are deeply intertwined," many researchers have 
been reluctant to talk "about them all at once." His approach to confronting this 
challenge "is to foreground the dynamics of one category while keeping the others, at 
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least analytically, in the background" (p. 161). Thus, he describes how separately 
working class students, girls and students of color are excluded from the full range of 
privileges from a "Westonian" identity, but does not discuss how each of these identities 
-class, gender, or race -- may interact with the other. Similarly, in another study of 
African American girls at an elite independent school, the researchers discuss 
extensively how race and class influenced these girls' experiences; however, although 
they admit that "gender has been shown to influence students' experiences and the 
outcomes" of African American students' experiences, "gender is not a major focus of 
the analysis presented" (Horvat & Antonio, 1999, p. 319). 
In these elite settings, girls have been found to face "contradictions" about 
sexuality and physical attractiveness that boys do not (Khan, 2008, p. 187), but 
researchers have neglected to explore deeply how patterns of gendered behavior may 
not be the same for white and African-American students. Girls are presented with the 
choice of being either pretty and popular or smart and often "'play dumb' in order to 
make sure the guys don't feel insecure" and "because they believe guys are not attracted 
to girls who come across as articulate or outspoken" (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009a, p . 
186). Another study that focused on how gender is experienced in elite boarding schools 
concluded that girls felt intense pressure to be perceived as "perfect" by conforming "to 
an ideal based primarily on appearance," while boys desired "to be the best and to be 
popular, with their pressures involving status and ranking" based on a range of athletic 
and academic characteristics (Chase, 2008, p . 92). While noting briefly that "African 
American boys take pride in their muscularity, athleticism, and appearance" (p. 291), 
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this study also neglects to describe how African American girls ' ability to create this 
idealized form of femininity may be impacted by their race. 
Although considerable attention has been devoted to describing African 
American students' achievement in school or to the role of gender in academic 
achievement, less attention has been paid to the combined effects of race, class, and 
gender on the experiences of students. 
Most previous research has examined socioeconomic class, race and gender as 
"separate" and "additive" variables in order to explain achievement in academic settings 
(Carter, Sellers, & Squires, 2002) . To date, very few studies have explored how gender, 
class, and race are not merely distinct categories within the self but are inherently linked 
in terms of African American men and women's lived experiences and self-perceptions. 
Carla O 'Connor, an educational researcher who has examined the experiences of African 
American girls in public schools, argues that education research must 
"analyze how race intersects with social class and gender. This includes 
studying not only variation in Black school experiences but also how and 
why class and gender shape Black students' experiences differently than 
they shape other groups ' experiences .. .It is essential that work of this 
kind examine race, class, and gender as intertwined rather than as 
independent social positions" (O'Connor, Lewis & Mueller, 2007, p . 545, 
548). 
Many other researchers interested in the roots of social inequality have found the 
conceptual framework of "intersectionality"- as theorized prominently by feminist 
sociologist Patricia Hill Collins -- to be useful in highlighting how multiple forms of 
inequality interact with each other (Shields, 2008; Hill Collins, 1990). Instead of isolating 
"factors such as race, class, and gender into distinct, independent effects, an 
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intersectional approach explores how these factors combine in daily life, because 
individuals do not experience them in isolation." According to intersectional theory, 
separate "modes of inequality, such as race, class, and gender, can combine in ways that 
alter the meaning and effects of one another" (Morris, 2007, p. 491). For instance, white 
women can receive advantages because of their race but can be disadvantaged because 
of their gender. Many African American feminists have criticized the ways in which 
white middle class women have often framed the feminist movement in terms of their 
own class interests as middle and upper class members, without considering that their 
experiences as white women may be considerably different than black or poor women. 
Alternatively, although masculinity in general results in many social advantages, a 
person's racial status can alter how masculinity is perceived, for example in the case of 
African American men making it seem more volatile and threatening. 
In sum, an intersectional framework helps us to understand how "race alters the 
very meaning and impact of gender and gender alters the very meaning and impact of 
race" (Morris, 2007, p. 492). In other words, African American girls and boys are not 
affected by being either a particular race or a particular gender but by both their race and 
their gender aackson, 1998). 
Resilience: Success Despite Adversity 
Researchers who study resilience are interested in why- in the face of incredible 
adversity- some individuals are able to thrive. While there has been increased attention 
to the achievement gaps between different populations and demographic groups, and a 
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focus on explanations about why some do not succeed, there has also been more 
research devoted to explaining how and why many individuals in similar, difficult 
situations experience success. Early attempts to study resilience were grounded in a 
"deficit orientation," in which children who did not demonstrate "resilience" were 
thought to be deficient or lacking some specific characteristic or a necessary disposition. 
But later research has paid more attention to the strengths and resources that resilient 
children possess (O'Connor, 2002; Kanevsky, 2003). 
Resilience itself can be defined as "the phenomenon of surviving and thriving in 
the face of adversity typically predictive of negative outcomes" (Kitano & Lewis, 2005, p. 
200). Thus, resilience requires, first, the exposure to a significant risk or hardship (or the 
accumulation of risks and challenges), as well as the ability to overcome that adversity 
in ways that are beyond what is typically expected (Barton, 2005). Therefore, a person 
cannot be described as "resilient" if she has not experienced serious hardship in her life. 
Much of the previous research on resilience has been conducted in the area of mental 
health and has stressed that resilient individuals are not magically invulnerable to stress 
and adversity, but are instead somehow able to adapt to and recover from difficult 
events or conditions that operate as threats to achievement or development (Olsson, 
2003; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). 
According to this research, risk factors and protective factors both function in 
predictable ways to affect resilience (Kitano & Lewis, 2005). Risk factors are those 
conditions or attributes that have the potential to create or worsen negative outcomes. 
Protective factors can improve an individual 's response to those risks that make them 
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vulnerable to a negative outcome. Protective factors and risk factors can both be 
identified at the individual level or as conditions of the environment (Richman & Fraser, 
2001). For instance, protective resources within the individual include a sociable or 
adaptable temperament, flexible coping style, and high cognitive ability. Protective 
factors may also be found within a child's immediate environment, including his or her 
supportive relationships with parents or involvement in positive peer networks. 
Institutional or larger societal forces- such as crime rates, school resources, or housing 
policy- can also impact resilient outcomes (Kolar, 2011; Sandler, 2001). Individual-level 
research on resilience attempts to identify and understand the role of personal 
characteristics or skills in successful adaption. Researchers who emphasize the role of 
the social level in contributing to resilience contextualize "individual level factors by 
examining the proximal conditions that encourage or mitigate their development" 
(Kolar, 2011, p . 427). 
While early research on resilient children assumed that it is the result of an 
inborn individual disposition or character trait, more current research has emphasized 
the view that "resilience is thought to be emerge from the dynamic interaction between 
individual characteristics and environmental resources" (Richman & Fraser, 2001, p. 5; 
Kolar, 2011). In other words, difficult circumstances- or risk- alone do not create 
resilience; individuals must be exposed not only to risk factors but also have used 
protective factors to mitigate or adapt successfully from those challenges. Rutter (2006), 
for example, argues that further research on resilience should focus on the causal 
processes through which individuals overcome adversity. Too much prior research on 
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resilience has concentrated only on isolating and labeling the protective factors that exist 
in the lives of resilient individuals. Instead, it is clear that resilience should be thought 
of as a "complex phenomenon" that involves combinations of protective factors "that 
work together at various stages to mitigate the impact of risk factors" (Morales, 2010, p . 
165). 
There is a growing consensus in the research literature that affirms that resilience 
is a dynamic process- rather than only a positive trait that is a synonym for "well-
functioning" or "competent" - involving mechanisms that serve to lessen the impact of 
risks in specific contexts (Luther, Cichette, & Becker, 2000). Identification of the specific 
combination of personal assets and environmental resources that can result in a good 
outcome for at-risk children is important (Masten & Obradovic, 2006), but not sufficient 
to account for the complexity of the phenomenon; more current, process-oriented 
research "aims to understand the mechanisms or processes that act to modify the impact 
of a risk setting and the development process by which young people successfully 
adapt" (Olsson, 2003, p. 3). 
These process-focused researchers often approach the study of resilience from an 
ecological perspective that stresses "context," or the perspective that adversities must be 
understood "within the context of people's lives, embedded in social and historical 
context." From this ecological perspective, adversities are viewed as "transactions" that 
occur between a child and his or her environment, in which "adversities are transmitted 
from one level of an ecology to another" (Sandler, 2001, p. 31). For instance, a child who 
lives in a neighborhood with high levels of criminal activity is more likely to be the 
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individual victim of a violent crime, or local or national housing policy can impact many 
levels of a child 's life, from the school that he or she attends to the composition of his or 
her neighborhood and his peer groups. 
When resilience is viewed as only a set of individual traits, descriptions of 
temperament, and unique talents that allow a child "to beat the odds," ecological 
researchers argue, we may end up ignoring the context in which that child lives. We 
"run the risk of not accounting for how institutions and structured relations create 
success as much as they do failure. " And, thus 
"we are left with little insight into the complexity of factors (e.g. 
structures, institutions, policies, social interactions, and their expression 
in a particular space and time) that may have created not only the 
opportunity for the development of the characteristics associated with 
resilience, but the wherewithal and occasion for individuals to employ 
these characteristics . .. " (O'Connor, 2002, p . 856). 
These researchers are critical of how the goal of resilience research has been 
largely to identify a specific set of protective factors necessary to lessen the impact of 
exposure to certain risk factors. However, despite attempts to fit relevant variables (risk 
factors, protective factors, "resilient" outcomes) into causal, multivariate models, there 
has been little success in "explaining" most of the variance in outcomes between resilient 
and nonresilient children (Barton, 2005). While research has successfully identified the 
numerous risk factors that are associated with undesirable outcomes, there has been less 
research into how these factors actually operate in real world contexts, insights that 
would be valuable when designing interventions to help vulnerable kids with the 
challenges present at different stages and in the different settings of their lives (Rutter, 
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2006). According to Rigsby (1994), what needs to be studied more fully "are the 
processes of human development in different times and places, for individuals with 
varying risks and assets, and for individuals developing in a variety of contexts" (p. 91). 
In order to understand how children develop and adapt in a wide range of 
possible contexts, resilience researchers have called for more complementary qualitative 
research on the complexity of forces at different ecological levels that impact how 
individuals make choices, as well as make sense of their behavior (Barton, 2005; Ungar & 
Teram, 2005) . Researchers have also pointed to the ambiguity and arbitrariness of terms 
used in much of the quantitative resilience models, such as the dependent variables of 
"good outcomes," "successful," or "predicted" outcomes or "competence." For example, 
if a child who has been exposed to numerous risk factors does graduate from high 
school, is this sufficient for the child to be labeled "resilient"? Or should the child have 
graduated in the top 10% of the class? (Richman & Fraser, 2001). Thus, Richman & 
Fraser (2001) point out that if resilience involves exposure to risk, overcoming adversity, 
and success beyond what is anticipated, then "problems arise when researchers attempt 
to agree on what constitutes significant risk and successful outcomes that are beyond 
predicted expectations" (p. 6). When exposed to risk factors, children can also show 
remarkable resilience in one domain or context of their lives - for instance, at school -
while demonstrating a lack of competence in other areas. Would a child who is an 
exceptional, high-achieving student but who suffers from psychological difficulties such 
as depression or an anxiety disorder still be categorized as "resilient"? 
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Qualitative research on resilience has been used to help understand puzzling and 
unexpected findings about children's behavior or achievement that could not be 
explained alone by quantitative models. By using data from the voices of children 
themselves, qualitative studies hope to make sense of often-contradictory variables 
about how children thrive in difficult environments and to provide new insights into 
how to design interventions to provide young people with the support to overcome 
adversities. In one example, Ungar and Teram (2005) point out that quantitative 
research on bullying has often proven ineffective to help create interventions that would 
stop these behaviors. In fact, incidents of bullying were actually found to increase after 
one intervention was initiated because of a lack of understanding from the children 
themselves about how social power- rather than physical force- was used strategically 
in peer groups. 
Resilience research has not been limited to the areas of mental health. Within the 
field of education, it has also been studied in children and adolescents both inside and 
outside of educational contexts. This research attempts to account for why some 
children are able to adapt successfully to challenging situations in different domains of 
their lives. While most of the resilience literature still has focused on mental health 
outcomes and psychological functioning, the area of academic resilience examines 
individuals who specifically experience educational success, despite adversities. 
According to Morales and Trotman (2007), "educational resilience" can be 
defined as "the process and results that are part of the life story of an individual who has 
been academically successful, despite obstacles that prevent the majority of others with 
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the same background from succeeding" (p. 8). Researchers who approach the study of 
resilience using an ecological framework similarly define educational resilience as "the 
heightened likelihood of success in school, and in other aspects of life, despite 
environmental adversities, brought out by early traits, conditions, and experiences" (p. 
5). Thus, inborn character traits and individual characteristics of children play a role in 
how resilience is developed, but it is not the whole story; these researchers investigate 
how children achieve academically despite the presence of risk factors within specific 
contexts and with the help of a particular set of resources (Kanevsky, Corke, & 
Frangkiser, 2007). 
A newer approach to thinking about resilience is the concept of "grit." If 
resilience focuses on the process of overcoming significant obstacles and personal 
hardships, "grit" is a quality that reflects an individual's ability to stay focused and 
display consistent effort toward a specific long-term goal. Grit has received an 
impressive amount of media attention through recent accounts in the popular press, 
radio, and television about education journalist Paul Tough's (2012) popular book How 
Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Power of Character and about grants by the Gates 
Foundation to study the impact of grit on academic success in a variety of educational 
settings. The term was popularized by University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela 
Duckworth, whose research (2007) is a major focus of Tough's account. She defines 
"grit" as "perseverance and passion for long-term goals." It involves "working 
strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years despite 
failures, adversity, and plateaus in progress" (p. 1087-1088). A resilient child is one who 
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thrives- psychologically, academically, or developmentally- in spite of circumstances 
and challenges that would be setbacks to most in similar situations. In contrast, a child 
who displays "grit" is passionately and singularly dedicated to achieve a single mission. 
They are not necessarily the most gifted or the most skilled; they are simply individuals 
who are able to continue persisting toward a goal that is far in the future, no matter how 
bored, disappointed, or challenged they may be. 
Duckworth and her colleagues (2007) found that scores on the Grit Scale that she 
developed predicted successful outcomes in a variety of samples across six studies, such 
as spelling bee contestants, college students, and West Point cadets. More importantly, 
grit was actually found to be surprisingly more predictive than other standard 
measures, such as intelligence scores. As Tough describes, grit "is only faintly related to 
IQ- there are smart gritty people and dumb gritty people" - but, for instance, among 
college students that Duckworth gave the Grit Test, "high grit scores allowed college 
students who had entered college with relatively low college-board scores to 
nonetheless achieve high GP As" (p. 75). Gritty individuals do not simply work hard; 
they work more passionately and longer without changing their objectives than others in 
comparable situations. Thus, for example, two children might possess the same level of 
raw talent and skill in music and can improve at the same rate. They may also work 
equally hard, or be matched in the intensity level of their practice. However, one 
musically talented child might choose to continue and deepen his skill level on one 
instrument and another equally gifted child might switch from the flute to the piano to 
writing music because of boredom or a need to experience new things. That first child 
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would be said to possess more "grit" in the area of music (Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 
1098). 
Coping Strategies 
Resilient and "gritty" children have developed skills that help them flourish 
more successfully compared with other children facing similarly challenging 
circumstances. But not every person who uses coping skills is resilient or has grit. This 
is because sometimes people use coping skills unsuccessfully; if coping does not result 
in positive outcomes, then a person would not be described as resilient. Resilience also 
refers to "success in response to serious threats rather than minor daily aggravations" 
(Rosen et al., 2010, p. 171) that are part of everyday life. Students who get through a 
difficult class in high school by getting help from a tutor would be thought of as 
"coping" with the demands of the class, whereas low-income students who excel at a 
class that has a history of unsuccessful outcomes from low-income students and then 
successfully demonstrate mastery of the concepts could be considered "resilient." A 
researcher of resilience could examine the factors and the processes that allowed these 
students to succeed by comparing these high-achieving low-income students' 
characteristics and the processes through which they were able to succeed with those 
who took the class and did not succeed (Rosen et al., 2010). 
Although particularly the terms "resilience" and "coping" are often substituted 
for each other, resilience is reflected in the successful outcomes of coping strategies 
whereas coping itself can be defined as "constantly changing efforts to manage specific 
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external and/ or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the 
resources of a person" (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). There are involuntary 
responses to stress, such as increases in heart rate or sweating, but coping is the 
"conscious volitional efforts to regulate emotion, cognition, behavior, physiology, and 
the environment in response to stressful events or circumstances" (Compas et al., 2001, 
p. 81). 
The research related to coping suggests that coping responses can be 
conceptualized in many different ways. For instance, coping can be categorized as 
either problem-focused or emotion-focused. In problem-focused coping, an individual 
actively attempts to change the aspect of the environment that is the source of the stress. 
These strategies include efforts to try to solve the problem or lessen its effects. When a 
person uses emotion-based coping strategies, he or she only tries to mitigate the 
negative emotions associated with the stressor without changing the reality of the 
situation, by using denial, fantasizing or wishful thinking, or withdrawing from the 
situation altogether (Brondolo et al., 2009; Mellor, 2004; Folkman & Lazarus, 1984). 
Another similar way to conceptualize coping is to distinguish between efforts meant to 
take primary or secondary control over a stressful experience (Compas et al., 2001; 
Miller & Kaiser, 2001). Taking primary control relates to using strategies directed 
toward altering one's specific circumstances or to take control of one's emotions and to 
feel a sense of personal control over the situation. Alternatively, attempts to take 
secondary control involve actions meant to adjust to the situation, such as distraction, 
thinking about the events in a different way, or acceptance (Miller & Kaiser, 2001, p . 78). 
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Researchers also make a distinction between "approach" or "engagement" strategies and 
"avoidance" or "disengagement" strategies in how individuals confront stressful 
situations. Approach, engagement or active coping strategies are generally associated 
with better short-term and long-term psychological outcomes than avoidance-based 
approaches (Utsey et al., 2000; Conor-Smith et al., 2000). 
Racial Stress and Coping 
Everyone, including children, can experience many different types of stressors in 
their lives. Individuals often need to cope with complex relationships, stressful life 
events, or challenging situations during the course of their day-to-day lives or during 
specific stages of their lives. In addition to the many types of everyday stress and 
adversity that all people negotiate, people of color historically have had to deal with the 
additional burdens of racism and racial discrimination. Until more recently, much of the 
research on coping had been conducted with white, middle-class samples (Compas et 
al., 2001) and has not examined specifically why and how coping with race-related stress 
might be different from other types of stressors. Coping researchers typically ask 
subjects what they would do in a generically stressful scenario, and some researchers 
began to question the validity of traditional stress and coping models for all populations 
and to hypothesize that the coping strategies that people of color use, specifically 
African Americans, in confronting racial incidents might not be the same as their 
responses to other forms of stress (Brown et al., 2010; Utsey et al., 2000; Harrell et al., 
2000). In other words, the unique experience of racism and bias for African Americans 
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may have resulted, and continue to result, in culturally specific and context-dependent 
coping strategies in dealing with this discrimination (Gaylord-Harden & Cunningham, 
2009). 
According to Harrell (2000), stress associated with racism and discrimination- as 
opposed to other types of stress- can be defined as "the race-related transactions 
between individuals or groups and their environment that emerge from the dynamics of 
racism, and that are perceived to tax or exceed existing individual and collective 
resources or threaten well-being" (p. 44). She distinguishes between at least six types of 
race-related stress: racism-related life events, vicarious racism experiences, daily racism 
microstressors, chronic-contextual stress, collective experiences of racism, and the 
transgenerational transmission of group traumas. 
The research relating to the coping strategies that African Americans use to cope 
with race-related stressors has been limited and not been consistent. For instance, 
several studies support the fil<ding that African Americans rely on a wide variety of 
coping efforts in dealing with perceived racism, from positive thinking to seeking social 
support (Feagin and Sykes, 1994; Sanders Thompson, 2006; Swim et al., 2003). In 
contrast, Plummer and Slane (1996) found that they deal with racial stress differently 
than other types of stressful situations and engage in less active and fewer types of 
coping strategies when exposed to race-related stress because they perceive that their 
coping options to be more restricted. Similarly, among Black Canadians, Joseph and 
Kuo (2008) reported that individuals chose coping strategies based on the nature of the 
racial discrimination. When the discrimination was viewed as institutional or cultural in 
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nature, individuals were more likely to state that they would use active or problem 
solving strategies most often. However, if the racism was perceived to be interpersonal 
in nature, occurring face to face in a one-on-one setting, participants were less likely to 
select active coping strategies and more likely to choose spiritually-based strategies. 
This research also suggests that there may be not only racial differences in coping 
styles but gender may also affect the coping strategies that an individual utilizes. 
African American women may be more likely than other groups to seek social support 
and draw on inner resources such as personal spirituality as methods of coping with life 
stresses and racial stress (Brown et al., 2010; Shorter-Gooden, 2004; Utsey et al., 2000; 
Thomas et al., 2008; Cogburn et al., 2011). 
In sum, the research on the coping styles of African Americans in response to 
racial discrimination and racial stressors is often contradictory. While it appears that 
African Americans may rely disproportionately on emotion-based and less active forms 
of coping and problem solving in response to discrimination experiences, these results 
may be the consequence of either the perception by African Americans that they have 
fewer coping options or resources or they may rely on types of coping that are not being 
measured by the conventional coping scales (Gaylord-Harden & Cunningham, 2009). 
Furthermore, urban African American youths are more likely to experience more severe 
and more chronic stressors in their lives and successful coping can help mitigate the 
effects of adversity and foster resilience (Gaylord-Harden et al., 2008). Thus, it is 
especially important that we understand more about how this particular population 
uses their internal and external resources to cope with the specific challenges found 
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within the different contexts in their lives. We still have much more to learn about the 
strategies that African American youths use to be resilient when confronted with the 
difficult and high-risk situations that are characteristic of particular environments. 
Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) 
Among the theoretical models for studying the experiences of students of color, 
the Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) was chosen as the 
framework that best addresses the purposes of this study. First described by Spencer 
(1997), PVEST is both a phenomenological and ecological approach to examining 
resilience, risks, and coping in that it takes into account the importance of individual 
perceptions of experience in different contexts (home, school, peer group, etc.). PVEST 
is a model that is specifically meant to help to understand the experiences of African 
American children and adolescents. According to PVEST, individual variations in how 
children perceive experiences can help us to explain the variations in responses and 
outcomes to similar experiences and aspects of development. Spencer (2007) observed 
that many low-income African American youths are raised in environments 
characterized by a large number of risk factors (neighborhood violence, poverty, schools 
with few resources), but many still manage to thrive and demonstrate success and 
resilience. Thus, PVEST has been used as a theoretical framework for analyzing the 
processes of meaning making in context that serve as a foundation for identity 
development in African American children and adolescents. 
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Integrating a phenomenological perspective with Bronfenbrenner's ecological 
systems theory (2005), PVEST proposes that children are not only impacted by the 
multiple layers of their environment but they are also active agents of their own identity 
development processes. Accordingly, all individuals are "dynamic parts of the 
multilevel ecology of human development, involving biological, psychological, social, 
cultural, and historical components that, together, are linked through bidirectional 
relationships between the individual and the environment" (Brittian, 2011, p. 4-5). 
Specifically, PVEST focuses on how identity is formed in response to contextual 
circumstances (such as racism and cultural expectations). A child develops adaptive or 
maladaptive coping responses based on his or her perceptions of the challenges and 
supports available to him or her in the environment, and those coping strategies become 
stabilized over time based on the individual's evaluation of how effective those 
responses were in negotiating those stressors. Over time, those coping responses 
become the foundation for identity development and for redefinitions of how an 
individual views himself. In other words, when individuals encounter challenges from 
their environments, it is their interpretation of those stressors (phenomenology) and 
their subsequent reaction to those events that will lead to positive or maladaptive 
behaviors (Brittian, 2011; Spencer et al., 2003). 
As a systems theory, PVEST comprises five cyclical components that are linked 
by bi-directional processes, involving risk and coping processes, through which identity 
is achieved. These components are: (1) net vulnerability level, (2) net stress 
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engagement, (3) reactive coping processes, (4) emergent identities, and (5) stage-specific 
coping outcomes. 
The net vulnerability level consists of all the risk factors that may predispose an 
individual to negative outcomes (personal characteristics and contextual factors such as 
poverty, family situation, health difficulties) as well as the protective factors (supportive 
family, safe community, easygoing temperament) that may temper those risks during a 
particular life stage. A child's vulnerability level results from an ongoing balance 
between protective factors and risk contributors and may change on the basis of 
continuous self-appraisals and new events. These risks and protective factors are 
"filtered through multiple levels of context (macrosystem, mesosystem, microsystem)" 
and "are unavoidably and bidirectionally linked because too much of one without a 
corresponding balance of the other affects net vulnerability" (Swanson et al., 2002, p.77). 
Net stress engagement consists of the actual, lived experiences that challenge, or 
are perceived to challenge, an individual and his or her well-being or identity. While an 
individual's net vulnerability describes protective factors or risks that are specific to an 
individual, net stress engagement is "actual phenomenological experiences of risk and 
protection in context" (Spencer, 2007, p. 849). Supports within the environment can 
assist a child to manage stressors so that they do not become harmful. The challenges in 
this component can include "experiences of racial discrimination; perception of systemic, 
structural barriers to individual effort and success; subordination or stereotyping; the 
experience of attending low-performing schools; and any experiences of violence" (King 
& Madsen, 2007, p. 398; Spencer et al., 2003). Supports can come from positive 
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relationships with adults, from participation in extracurricular activities, or from a high 
level of self-efficacy (Swanson et al., 2003) 
With the assistance of supports and to respond to those stressors, a child or 
adolescent will use reactive coping methods, or problem-solving strategies, to resolve these 
situations, and these can lead either to positive or negative outcomes (Spencer et al., 
2003). These coping methods are the initial strategies used to cope with the environment 
and to deal with challenges. While bad choices and outcomes can lead to an increase in 
net vulnerability or challenges, positive choices "integrate cultural goals and maximize 
options in the environment" (King & Madsen, 2007, p . 400) and can result in decreased 
net vulnerability and higher levels of self-efficacy. Furthermore, solutions in one context 
(such as school or home) can be adaptive, but those identical solutions can prove to be 
maladaptive in another context (Swanson et al., 2002). 
As an individual tries out different coping strategies, self-appraisal of those 
methods and their subsequent consequences will continue. Those that are perceived to 
have predictably desirable outcomes will be repeated and form stable coping patterns 
over time that lead to the fourth component of PVEST, emergent identities, which "define 
how individuals view themselves within and between various contexts of development 
(family, school, neighborhood) and may show stability over time as well as space" 
(Swanson et al., 2002, p. 78) . These long-term coping patterns will help to establish how 
an individual perceive him or herself and how they establish multiple facets of identity 
(gender, racial, and personal). For instance, an adolescent who uses a short-term coping 
strategy of disengaging from school, if he or she continues to rely on that coping 
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method, might create a self-identity as "not good in school," and a coping pattern could 
result in avoiding and disengaging from all academic situations (King & Madsen, 2007). 
The last component of PVEST, life-stage coping outcomes, result from those stable 
coping responses and the identity that becomes defined by that pattern of response. 
These outcomes are specific to the life stage of the individual and can be either 
productive or negative, such as positive parental relationships, engagement in school, 
involvement in the justice system, poor health, or teen pregnancy. 
In sum, PVEST and resilience were used as conceptual frameworks for 
interpreting the results of this study because of their emphases on the role of 
individual's perceptions of experience in influencing behavior. Rather than relying 
solely on measurements of aspects of the lives of students at risk- for instance, the crime 
rates in their neighborhood or the poor performance of their school - to make inferences 
about the relationships between particular variables and outcomes, PVEST argues that 
researchers should also examine how students themselves with first-hand knowledge of 
these experiences decipher their experiences. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design 
Rationale for Phenomenological Paradigm 
The purpose of this study is to understand what it is like for urban female 
students of color who are graduates of a preparatory program to adjust to and navigate 
the world of elite independent boarding schools. This study will attempt to capture the 
essence of the shared experience of being a female student of color in this environment: 
the thoughts, feelings, and actions that reveal the essence of this experience for these 
girls and the meanings that they attach to this experience. Because I was primarily 
interested in how these students describe and understand this experience from their 
own points of view, I chose to use qualitative research methods. While qualitative 
research involves no single set of methodological procedures and does not share a single 
theory or paradigm among all of its research traditions, above all qualitative researchers 
"study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 
2) and they "seek answers to questions that stress how social experience is created and 
given meaning" (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 8). 
Qualitative researchers do not accept a view of the world in which reality- either 
physical or social- exists outside of those who live it. Thus, while quantitative 
researchers define reality as a knowable world in which truth can be revealed by 
focusing on a narrow number of variables and testing out hypotheses that seek to 
explain the relationships between only these variables, qualitative researchers do not 
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share these goals of objectivity, prediction, control, and explanation (Rudestarn & 
Newton, 2007). Instead, qualitative research- rather than a process of controlling and 
predicting- is fundamentally interpretative, since its goals are to describe, analyze, and 
then to interpret the reality that the researcher has entered and is hoping to understand. 
Indeed, a qualitative orientation is one which moves "away from cause and effect 
explanation" of human behavior and "toward personal interpretation" to make sense of 
participants' stories and descriptions of reality, as well as the meanings that they attach 
to these experiences (Stake, 1995, p. 43). 
Furthermore, reality can never be understood outside of life's everyday contexts. 
Qualitative researchers recognize that a phenomenon cannot be interpreted without 
considering the natural setting of where life- in all its messiness and complexity-
actually happens. In real life, all of the factors that shape individual experience cannot 
be controlled through randomization or standardization, and researchers take a holistic 
perspective, describing and interpreting social worlds as "interactive, complex systems 
rather than as discrete variables that can be measured and manipulated statistically" 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p . 9). In other words, qualitative researchers do not determine 
entirely before the start of the research what factors, relationships, and hypotheses 
should be examined but they rely on what they learn from the participants themselves to 
change and refine the data collection process, research questions and patterns of 
understanding. Before they enter the field and talk to the participants who have 
experienced the phenomenon, qualitative researchers may have in mind guiding 
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questions or conceptual frameworks, but these frameworks and questions are open to 
revision and refinement (Creswell, 2003; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 
Qualitative researchers maintain that science and inquiry are never entirely 
objective or "value-free;" they assume that understanding and interpreting is "filtered" 
through a researcher's own personal experiences and biography that is in itself "situated 
in a specific, sociopolitical, historical moment" (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 11). The 
unique experiences of the researcher are not irrelevant noise to be eliminated from the 
study but can be resources for additional understanding and nevertheless must be 
reflected upon and considered in terms of how a researcher's biography may affect his 
or her research (Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Creswell, 2003). 
In sum, qualitative methods were chosen as most appropriate for this study 
because I determined that I was most interested in the "wholeness" of this experience of 
being a female student of color at a boarding school in all of its context, rather than 
isolating particular facets of that experience before talking to participants in order to 
develop hypotheses or explanations related to parts of that experience. Additionally, I 
wanted to learn about this phenomenon through descriptions of that experience from 
first-person accounts in which participants told their own stories (Moustakas, 1994). 
Ultimately, I chose to begin my research using a process of in-depth exploration and 
immersion into a phenomenon, rather than specifying variables that I as the researcher 
determined at the outset to be most relevant or meaningful. 
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Rationale for a Phenomenological Design 
More specifically, a phenomenological approach was selected because the goal of 
this type of qualitative inquiry is a systemic attempt to gather and analyze data-
participants ' stories about their experiences in their own words -- in order "to grasp and 
elucidate the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of a phenomenon 
for a person or group of people" (Patton, 2002, p. 482). This approach "involves a return 
to experience in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide for a reflective 
structural analysis that portrays the essence of the experience" (Moustakas, 1994, p . 13). 
The purpose of the present study was to find out what the common experience of being 
a student of color at independent schools was like for a sample of African American 
Beacon Academy graduates, what strategies were used to cope and succeed, how this 
experience changed them, and the meaning that these students attributed to the 
experience of being a female student of color in predominantly white boarding school 
settings; a phenomenological investigation was thus regarded as the most suitable. This 
research tradition stresses not only what is experienced and how it is experienced but 
also the meanings that the participants themselves attribute to the phenomenon. And, 
importantly, the phenomenological approach as a research inquiry presumes that an 
essence of shared experience does exist and can be described by analyzing and 
comparing the experiences of individuals who have experienced the phenomenon to 
identify the common essence of that experience (Patton, 2002; Van Manen, 1990). 
Just as it is difficult to define a single set of research methods or interpretative 
practices as representative or characteristic of all of qualitative research, phenomenology 
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-and its associated set of research procedures -- similarly can be hard to define and 
classify. Phenomenology is a "methodology that tries to ward off any tendency toward 
constructing a predetermined set of fixed procedures, techniques, and concepts that 
would rule-govern" any research project (Van Manen, 1990, p . 29). There is often 
confusion about whether phenomenology primarily is "a philosophy, an inquiry 
paradigm, an interpretative theory, a social science analytical perspective or orientation, 
a major qualitative tradition, or a research methods framework" (Patton, 2002, p. 104). 
At its most basic level, phenomenology as a qualitative research tradition asks a 
simple question: "What is this or that kind of experience like?" and then is distinctive 
from nearly every other research h·adition because "it attempts to gain insightful 
descriptions of the way we experience pre-reflectively, without taxonomizing, 
classifying, or abstracting it." It is not a research method that will help us construct "an 
effective theory with which we can control and explain the world, but rather it offers us 
the possibility of plausible insights that bring us in more direct contact with the world" 
(Van Manen, 1990, p. 9). 
The phenomenological tradition originated with the philosopher Edmund 
Husser! around 1900 and was further explored by other philosophers such as Heidegger, 
Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty. From its earliest development, phenomenology has meant 
the study of how individuals describe things and experience them with their senses. 
According to Husser!, the most fundamental assumption of phenomenology is that "we 
can only know what we experience by attending to perceptions and meanings that 
awaken our conscious awareness" (Patton, 2002, p. 106). Differences in these early 
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thinkers' views of how much to stress the roles of interpretation and description in 
phenomenology led to the emergence of two predominant philosophical traditions 
within phenomenology: transcendental phenomenology and hermeneutic 
phenomenology (Creswell, 1998). Researchers from the transcendental tradition have a 
stronger focus on the importance of "description" in the research process, because it is 
only through "analysis and description of how things are constituted in and by 
consciousness that we can grasp the phenomena of our world" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 
179). 
In contrast, the hermeneutical tradition, including such approaches as 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) as was used in the present study, places 
greater importance on the role of the "interpretation" of the researcher to discover 
meanings and assumptions in the participants' stories that the individuals may have not 
directly stated or implied from the words of the text. Accordingly, while traditional 
phenomenological approaches require that researchers engage in a separate stage of 
"bracketing," or putting aside, their own perspectives and preconceptions so that their 
influence on the data collection and analysis is mitigated (Moustakas, 1994), 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IP A) stresses that this bracketing process is 
neither possible nor desirable. IP A instead acknowledges that the researcher is the 
primary research and analytical tool whose beliefs are necessary for the interpretations 
of others' experiences. Thus, IPA can be said to be "phenomenological" in that "it seeks 
an insider perspective on the experiences of others" but is also "interpretative" since "it 
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acknowledge the researcher's personal beliefs and standpoint and embraces the view 
that understanding requires interpretation" (Fade, 2004, p. 648). 
Participants 
As previously described, the purpose of this study was to examine the lived 
experiences of female African American students who are graduates of a nonprofit 
program that prepares urban students for independent schools called Beacon Academy. 
The full-time program begins for approximately 20 students each year in the summer 
after eighth grade and finishes 14 months later. The application process to Beacon 
Academy involves a visit and interview, standardized tests (the Secondary School 
Admissions Test or SSAT), letters of references from current teachers, a financial aid 
form, and a nomination form from an adult who knows the student well. The academic 
curriculum includes math, English, history, nutrition, technology and a recently 
developed science class. Students are supported academically through an academic 
advisory system, evening study hall, tutors, and SSAT prep classes. The "co-
curriculum" is a formal part of the Beacon Academy program and includes a 
collaboration with a local museum, rowing classes and other athletic experiences at local 
private schools and colleges, visits to theatre and music performances and to local fine 
restaurants, participation in monthly Beacon Academy open houses, trips to New York 
City and Martha's Vineyard, a luncheon mentoring program, and a secondary school 
admissions coaching program. 
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A purposeful sampling strategy (Patton, 2002), which emphasizes recruiting 
participants for whom the experience has both relevance and personal meaning, was 
used to select a sample of female African American students who had experiences 
regarding the phenomenon under study: the experience of boarding school for female 
Beacon Academy graduates. The founder of interpretative phenomenological analysis, 
Jonathan Smith, (Smith & Osborn, 2004) recommends small, homogeneous sample sizes 
for IP A research projects for several reasons. First, this type of detailed, case-by-case 
analysis is time-consuming, and according to Smith and Osborn (2004), because "a 
distinctive feature of IP A is its commitment to a detailed interpretative account of the 
cases," many researchers are recognizing that "this can only be realistically be done on a 
very small sample" (p. 56). They recommend that student or beginning IP A researchers 
start with projects with no more than three to six participants, but acknowledge that 
successful IP A studies can be conducted with as many as 15 participants. 
The criterion for participation in this study included a) a female graduate of the 
Beacon Academy preparation program (a full-time, 14-month nonprofit Boston program 
to prepare high-achieving urban students for independent schools in which students 
repeat their eighth grade year, followed by years of follow-up, counseling, and direct 
intervention at their new prep schools); b) self-identification as African-American c) 
current or former student at a New England independent boarding school. Of the 14 
female students who were eligible for participation, 13 were contacted by the researcher, 
12 students agreed to participate and successfully completed the interview process. One 
student was studying abroad for the semester and declined to participate in the study, 
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due to scheduling and communication constraints. Another student's contact 
information was not known by Beacon Academy, and this student currently lived at 
home and did not attend a boarding school. 
Procedure 
A semi-structured interview guide was used which included the main topics or 
subject areas that addressed the research questions of the study. This open-ended 
structure allowed the interviewer to be "free to build a conversation within a particular 
subject area, to word questions simultaneously, and to establish a conversational style 
but with the focus on a particular subject that has been predetermined" (Patton, 2002, p . 
343). The researcher should have in mind many questions to pursue, but the participant 
has a great deal of control over the direction that the interview takes and is given as 
much opportunity as possible to tell the details of his or her story because, ultimately, 
the researcher wants "to try and enter, as far as possible, the psychological and social 
world of the respondent" (Smith & Osborn, 2004, p. 59). 
An adaption of a phenomenological research design (Seidman, 1991) in which 
the participants discuss their life histories and contemporary experiences and then 
reflect upon the meaning of that experience was used to create the interview guide. 
Seidman maintains that three interviews are ideal in in-depth interviewing in order to 
create the necessary trust and rapport. However, due to constraints of the participants' 
academic schedules at several different schools, the goals and subjects of all three 
interviews were combined into one longer interview. 
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The purpose of the first section of the interview was to "put the participant's 
experience in context by asking him or her to tell as much as possible about him or 
herself in light of the topic up to the present time" (Seidman, 1991, p. 11). During this 
section of the interview, I asked each student about their previous schooling 
experiences, their decision to attend Beacon Academy and to enter independent schools, 
their experience at Beacon Academy, and their present educational experience. Students 
were asked to describe concrete details about what it is like for them at their boarding 
schools, what it is like when they go home to their families and communities, the 
challenges that they face in negotiating these two worlds, and the strategies that they 
use to meet these challenges. During the second part of the interview, participants were 
asked to "reflect on the meaning of their experience" (Seidman, 1991, p . 12). During this 
last segment of the interview, I asked students about how they make sense of the role 
that gender, race, and class may play in their lives at this school and about their hopes 
and expectations for the future. 
All of the interviews were conducted by the researcher from December 2010 to 
March 2011 and lasted from 60 to 100 minutes. E-mails and telephone calls to ask brief 
follow-up questions were made from January to April2011. The interviews were 
digitally recorded and transcribed during March and April2011 . Seven of the 
interviews were transcribed by the researcher, and the rest were transcribed by a 
professional transcription service. 
The interviews were conducted at a coffee shop one block from Beacon 
Academy. The participants were contacted by the researcher after Institutional Review 
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Board (IRB) approval was granted during December 2011. Beacon Academy released 
the e-mail addresses of the participants to the researcher, as well as their addresses and 
telephone numbers, for the purposes of this study. All of the participants were first 
contacted by e-mail (either through their school or Facebook accounts), and then 
contacted by phone once the student expressed interest in hearing more about the study. 
Written consent was obtained before the start of the first interview, and parental consent 
forms were sent by mail to participants who were under 18. 
With 24 hours of each interview, the researcher wrote analytic memos about the 
experience of the interview. These notes included observations about nonverbal aspects 
of the interview, conversations with the participant before and after the interview, the 
researcher ' s initial thoughts about the participant's experience, and ideas about any 
follow-up questions to ask the participant at a later date. 
The participants were graduates of Beacon Academy beginning from the first 
year of its inception, 2006, until2010. Participants ranged in age from 15 to 19. One 
participant, a 2006 graduate of Beacon Academy and a 2010 boarding school graduate, 
was a current freshman in college. Another student was a current METCO student at a 
suburban public school who lived at home in Boston but was a former boarding school 
student who withdrew from her school because of financial reasons. The remaining 12 
participants were current students at nine boarding schools throughout New England, 
including schools in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, and Maine. Two of 
the students attended single-sex schools, while the rest were either graduates or current 
students at co-ed boarding schools. Ten of the students live in the city of Boston, and 
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two live in neighboring cities. Two of the participants had attended pilot schools that 
were part of the Boston Public School system before they attended Beacon Academy, 
two had attended charter schools, and the remaining students had attended a 
neighborhood public school. Four of the students had participated in afterschool 
nonprofit programs in their neighborhoods before attending Beacon Academy. Ten 
students came from single-parent or divorced families, and two participants had parents 
who were married and living together. 
The following table presents each student's pseudonym, year in school at the 
time of the interview, and the gender composition of her boarding school. 
Table 1. Participant Characteristics 
Participant Pseudonym Class Year Single-sex/Co-ed 
Jasmine junior co-ed 
Nola junior co-ed 
Sheree junior single-sex 
Deandra college freshman co-ed 
Alexus sophomore co-ed 
Karena sophomore co-ed 
Elesha junior single-sex 
Lisa junior co-ed 
Rachel senior co-ed 
Nisha senior co-ed 
Zada sophomore co-ed 
Tia junior co-ed 
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Data Analysis 
Data generated from the transcribed interviews were analyzed using the version 
of the phenomenological approach to data analysis recommended by Willing (2001) and 
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) called Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA). Similar to other phenomenological approaches to analysis, the goal of IPA is to 
attempt to capture the "quality and texture of individual experience" (Willing, 2001, p. 
53). Its primary concern is the subjective experiences of the participants, or an 
individual ' s "lifeworld." IPA recognizes that it is impossible to enter into a person's 
lifeworld directly because no researcher can have "a clear and unmediated window into 
that life" (Eatough & Smith, 2006, p. 485). However, IP A differs from other 
phenomenological methods in a few important ways, such as its recommendation that 
researchers engage in two stages of interpretation, or a "double hermeneutic." Through 
this analysis process, the participants themselves try to make sense of their individual 
experiences while the researcher is also trying to interpret, or make sense of, the 
participants' meaning-making process (Smith & Osborn, 2004). In other words, a 
participant, by providing a description of the phenomenon under investigation, is 
interpreting lived experience for the interviewer, and the researcher, through the 
analytic process, is attempting to interpret a participant's own interpretation. 
IPA also provides a clear analytic procedure for analyzing semi-structured 
interview data, although this procedure is not prescriptive and is instead a flexible set of 
guidelines that can be adapted in accordance with the goals of the individual researcher 
(Smith & Osborn, 2004, p. 67). IPA involves four basic stages of analysis: documenting 
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initial observations through notes and observations during multiple readings; 
identifying, connecting and clustering themes; creating a summary table of ordered 
themes and quotations; and integrating the individual cases into a narrative account. In 
its application, emphasizing the coding of interview data into descriptive themes and 
then higher-order categories, or "superordinate themes" which can be used along with 
analytic memos in theory-building, IP A shares many similarities with grounded theory, 
another qualitative approach (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999). 
The analysis began with an individual transcript, and this analysis was complete 
before the researcher began with the analysis of the next case. In this way, IP A is an 
"ideographic" approach; it begins with the detailed analysis of one's participant's 
experience until this analysis is exhausted, and then the analysis shifts to a new 
transcript. First, the transcript was read several times to obtain a holistic picture of the 
participant's accounts of this experience. During this stage of open coding, the 
researcher wrote down his or her preliminary thoughts, key words, summaries, 
observations, associations, and questions in the margins of the transcripts during 
repeated readings of the text. The goal of this stage of IPA is to condense these broad 
notes into an exhaustive list of emergent themes that reflect the quality of the experience 
for that participant. After repeated readings, the labeling of the themes should become 
more refined and should begin to relate to the researcher's very broad theoretical 
knowledge of the subject. The researcher will start to make com1ections, order, and 
cluster the themes within this individual case into broader or "superordinate" themes. 
During this stage, attention is paid not only to the frequency of the themes, but also to 
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how well the theme captures the quality of the experience of this individual. The 
researcher must make every effort to keep a close connection between a participant's 
actual words and his or her own interpretations. 
Each higher-level, "superordinate," or master, theme was given a label that 
summarizes the commonalities among its component themes (King & Horrocks, 2010) . 
Smith and Osborn (2004) suggest that IPA researchers "imagine a magnet with some of 
the themes pulling others in and helping to make sense of them" (p. 70) . During this 
stage, I took the additional step of cutting out each "meaning unit" or "significant 
statement" from a hard copy of the interview transcript. A meaning unit is a 
nonrepetitive, nonoverlapping statement about the phenomenon. I then sorted the units 
into similar broad themes, and next experimented with different possibilities, using hard 
copies of the segments of the interviews, for how these meaning units could be grouped. 
In the next stage of analysis, a summary table is created, a document that 
includes the superordinate and component themes, brief quotations, and references to 
where the relevant extracts are located in the interview text. The first participant's 
transcript and summary table can either be put aside to begin the analysis process anew 
with the next transcript and a summary table can be created for every participant, or the 
first transcript can be used as a starting point to inform the analysis of the other 
transcripts. In the present investigation, I used the initial list of master themes from the 
first interview to begin with coding of later interviews, while identifying what was 
unique in each interview and also looking for responses that developed earlier themes. 
Newly emerging themes, also grounded in citations from the data, were compared, 
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tested, and integrated with old themes and previous transcripts until a final inclusive list 
of master themes that reflect the shared experiences of the entire group of participants 
for the phenomenon was complete (Willig, 2001). A separate spreadsheet was compiled 
for each tentative primary theme, and then these initial themes were integrated and 
condensed into three superordinate themes, using an Excel file for each theme. For the 
IPA researcher, this final "table is the outcome of an iterative process in which the 
researcher has moved back and forth between the various analytic stages ensuring that 
the integrity of what the participant said has been preserved as much as possible" 
(Eatough & Smith, 2006, p. 487). 
The connections between these themes can used to generate explanations from 
the data, using methods similar to grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Memos 
and diagrams are used throughout the process to explore the relationships between 
themes. An overarching explanatory model can be developed using these preliminary 
visual guides. These explanations are not intended to explain cause-and-effect 
relationships, as they are in statistical research. In IP A, an explanatory model is 
developed to present "a set of well-developed themes that are systemically linked 
through statements of relationship" (Fade, 2004, p. 650). 
Validity 
Maxwell refers to validity as "the correctness or credibility of a description, 
conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account" (Maxwell, 2005, p. 106). 
Numerous steps have been taken to rule out threats to validity in this study. Lincoln 
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and Guba (1985) identify several strategies to improve the likelihood that a researcher's 
findings are credible. According to Merriam (1998), the credibility of qualitative 
research relates to how well the "findings match reality." Qualitative researchers ask 
themselves whether their findings capture what is "really there" (Merriam, 1998, p . 201). 
This study used several types of measures to rule out threats to validity, including 
prolonged engagement, peer debriefing, and member checks. 
The researcher was a participant observer in this program for several months by 
the time that this research began. I spoke to students- both present students and 
alumnae, who frequently visit the program-- informally in a number of different 
settings (study halls, community meetings, classes, fundraising events), and I have 
assumed that my "intensive, long-term involvement" in this setting has aided students 
to "get beyond their public expressions" (Maxwell, 2005, p. 110). Prolonged engagement 
allowed me to learn the culture of Beacon Academy from which all these students 
originate and to build trust with members of the greater Beacon community. 
I have repeatedly used "respondent validation" (Maxwell, 2005, p. 111) or 
"member checks"- the activity that Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe as "the most 
crucial technique for establishing credibility" (p. 314) --from the students and faculty of 
Beacon Academy to receive feedback about the questions and conclusions that I have 
drawn my observations and interviews. Over a period of several months, I have asked 
participants about their perceptions about what is going in this setting and whether I 
have misunderstood situations and understandings that I have reached. According to 
Seidman (1991), multiple, long interviews with each participant can serve to enhance 
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validity by providing a context for the participant's remarks. Multiple conversations 
over time helps to "account for idiosyncratic days and to check for the internal 
consistency of what they say" (p. 17). After each interview, I wrote memos about my 
questions, reflections and interpretations. After each interview and through e-mail 
exchanges, I verified those initial interpretations and asked questions about my 
interpretations. 
The potential for transferability will also be enhanced through the use of "rich 
data" and thick description of what is going on (Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 2002). If other 
researchers would like to make a decision about whether the findings of this study are 
applicable to their own research settings, they must have available detailed descriptions 
of the participants' experiences, of the research settings, and of the background of the 
research. In addition, dependability- or the question of whether the results are 
consistent with the data collected -- can be improved through an audit trail, or a detailed 
record of the decisions and methods used during the research process (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985). The audit h·ail is a detailed account of how the research was conducted 
and how the data was collected and analyzed (Merriam, 2002). The audit trail consists 
of all audiotaped interviews, hard copies of all transcriptions, memos or reflections 
about each stage of data collection, notes about the researcher's experience in the field, 
and notes about alterations in research design. Through an audit trail, other researchers 
can reconstruct the steps of the study, and the trail can serve to help justify any changes. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
The interpretative phenomenological data analysis resulted in the identification 
of three major, or superordinate, themes that emerged in common from the 12 female 
African American students' accounts of their experiences as Beacon Academy graduates 
and as boarding school students: preparation, racial stressors, and coping strategies. In the 
following section, each primary theme is described and illustrated with examples using 
direct quotes from the participant interview transcripts. First, before the main themes 
from the narratives are presented, the characteristics of the participants in the study are 
described, using the guiding lens of Spencer's Phenomenological V:ariant of Systems 
Theory (PVEST). 
The 12 participants were female, African American 2006-2010 graduates of 
Beacon Academy. The participants were current or former students at nine New 
England boarding schools. Ten of the students live in the city of Boston, and two live in 
neighboring cities. Two of the participants had attended pilot schools that were part of 
the Boston Public School system before they attended Beacon Academy, two had 
attended charter schools, and the remaining students had attended a neighborhood 
public school. Four of the students had participated in afterschool nonprofit programs 
in their neighborhoods before attending Beacon Academy. 
All of the participants came to the experience of attending Beacon and then a 
boarding school with a unique set of protective and risk factors, based on previous 
individual, family, and neighborhood characteristics. According to Spencer (2007)'s 
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Phenomenological Variant of Systems Theory, a child or adolescent's net vulnerability 
level can be thought of as the balance between the resources and risks that he or she 
carries with them into a particular environmental context. Risk contributors - such as 
neighborhood violence, family instability, or health difficulties -have been shown to be 
predictors of negative outcomes in large populations. Meanwhile, these liabilities are 
balanced and can be offset at any developmental stage by protective factors, such as a 
strong racial identity or the presence of a supportive mentor. Before examining the three 
major themes from the participants' own accounts of their boarding school experiences, 
it is important to understand a little about the background characteristics- as 
demonstrated by the presence of risk and protectors, or net vulnerability -- of these girls 
before Beacon. 
The participants began their boarding school experiences with several 
commonalities in their net vulnerability levels. As risk factors, all but two of the 
participants experienced some degree of family instability, either living without their 
parents with other relatives, being raised entirely by single mothers, or experiencing 
divorce during childhood. All of the participants except one grew up in predominantly 
African American communities with high poverty rates, and all but one of the 
participants described their urban neighborhood schools as often unsatisfactory, chaotic, 
and unengaging. As protective factors in common, the participants demonstrated high 
levels of cognitive ability through their admission to Beacon Academy (based on an 
application of standardized test scores, Beacon Academy entrance exams, letters of 
recommendation, and previous grades) . All of the participants also mentioned the 
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strong involvement of a significant adult (either a parent, counselor, or nonprofit 
program faculty member) to encourage or require them to apply and enroll in Beacon 
and who shared a deep interest in the importance of education in general and their own 
specific educational futures. 
Superordinate Theme 1: Beacon as Preparation and Support 
From the participants' own extended accounts of their experience at boarding 
school, all of the participants (n=12) indicated that Beacon Academy was the most 
critical protective factor in preparing them as students of color from urban backgrounds 
for the challenges of an elite independent school education. Every participant stressed 
repeatedly, and not only in their answers to the specific questions that directly asked 
about their preparatory experience at Beacon, that Beacon's training was important 
academically, socially, and psychologically to their present lives at boarding school. 
Students' responses about the importance of Beacon Academy as a continued 
source of support and preparation were categorized into three types of preparation, or 
three different subthemes: a) effort and perseverance b) linguistic and cultural 
competence c) connections with adults. 
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Effort and "Grit" 
All of the respondents talked about how their preparation at Beacon Academy 
impacted their academic goals, their beliefs about their abilities, effort levels, and 
perseverance. They were helped to develop a specific, long-term goal: admission and 
academic success at independent school. Then their 14 months at Beacon served as a 
training period for how to maintain passion and persist at that goal despite small and 
large challenges- a paper that must be rewritten, a missed application deadline, long 
hours of studying for tedious vocabulary tests -- along the way. Beacon provided 
academic preparation- the skills and knowledge in the content areas that would be 
emphasized in independent schools- and experience in the style of classroom 
instruction and faculty interaction that they would encounter at boarding school. But 
more than that, they would learn about how to persist and sustain effort at difficult or 
boring tasks and long-term goals despite setbacks, failure or disappointment. 
Most of the participants came to Beacon already sensing that they possessed 
future academic goals - however vague or unformed -- and a desire to challenge 
themselves that caused them to stand out from their peers. Most of their peers reacted 
negatively to Beacon's requirement to repeat the eighth grade. For example, even before 
Beacon, Nisha had already identified the goal of attending an elite boarding school. Her 
long-term goal was to attend an Ivy League university and stated that she believed that 
boarding school was the best method to ensure admission to a top college, and her 
childhood friends ' reactions to her chosen path toward that goal did not deter her. 
It didn't really cross my mind that, oh, I'm doing an extra year, until I 
spoke to people outside of Beacon, like my friends, and they would --
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they would just say, "You're wasting your time, this, that, and the other. 
Like, what if you don't even get in?" And all this stuff. And I came in 
with the goal of getting into [a boarding school] and I was, like, that's 
what I'm just going to do. Just keep going until I make that (p. 4) . 
Although she had little idea about what Beacon would be like and similarly 
faced criticism from her peers, Karena also was undaunted by the unfamiliar because 
she thought that Beacon would put her on a path toward meeting her future goals. 
I have high expectations for myself. If I went to a public high school and 
I knew that I wasn't going to [meet them], and then I applied to Beacon 
and I got in and I was, like, -- it's a risk but I don't want to go to public 
school and just get by, as easy as I know I could. I'd rather have a 
challenge (p. 1). 
Every one of the participants talked about how much higher standards and 
expectations- along with the intensity of the instruction and support that they received 
at Beacon, as compared to their previous school - motivated them to believe more 
strongly in themselves as students and to change their academic behavior and goals. 
Deandra, now at college, described her experience with adjusting to Beacon from 
public school: 
Transferring from a public school that really didn't require much effort, I 
--I don't ever remember putting in a lot of effort in eighth grade, seventh 
grade. It was easy As for me. It was really easy As. I didn't have to 
study. I would ace the tests looking at it once. It was just --It just came 
like that to me. It was easy, and the work was a lot different. People 
didn't expect as much from you. So going into Beacon Academy, it was 
just completely different. They expected a lot from you. You had to 
study. Always had to be on top of your work. And I'm glad that they 
pushed me because I wouldn't have survived boarding school if they 
didn't push me like that. I really wouldn't have because boarding 
school's intense. And you do have to study if you want to stay on top of 
your grades and also manage sports and, you kn9w, concerts, that I 
would always do. So it was different. They were -- I'm glad that they 
were tough on me. They spend time with you (p. 3-4). 
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Jasmine similarly discussed how this shift in what was expected of her more 
generally as a student was a difficult transition: 
Beacon holds standards, like, really high standards for their students. 
Now at my middle school, where they may hold high standards for some 
students, but will lower their standards for other students. Beacon holds 
high standards, and it does not change for any student at all. And I think 
that, that1s got to be the hardest part, coming from the middle school that 
I was attending. And just knowing so much was expected of me to the 
point that it1s a lot of pressure at first, but you learn to just, like, push 
forward. And it helps students to know people are looking for you to do 
well so you have to do well (p. 2). 
Other students were also surprised- but then motivated to change their work 
habits- by the feedback about their performance that they received at first at Beacon 
after becoming accustomed to high grades with minimal effort at their old schools. 
Deandra stated: 
I got my first C at Beacon, and I was devastated. Like, what? What is 
this? (laugh) But l 1m glad I did because I knew that I wasn1t --I thought I 
was somewhere academically. I thought I was at one spot academically, 
but then when I got to Beacon, it was kind of like, hmmm. l 1ve been 
getting As all this time, but I still have a lot to learn (p. 4). 
Zada similarly talked about how she became motivated by more than just grades 
but also learning for its own sake: 
[Beacon] made me want to work more for myself than for the grades. Like 
learning for the sake of learning instead of learning for a grade (p. 3). 
Elesha discussed how the different type of feedback to her academic work 
permanently transformed the quality of her work: 
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After Beacon I'm, like, more aware of where I'm going, what I'm doing, I 
guess. And, like, I try to focus more on my studies and I always try to 
just, like, look back on what I learned from Beacon and then use that as, 
like, how I go forward with my studies today. It's just-- Beacon taught 
me how to be a student. Before, I wouldn't actually -- I wouldn't read 
over my work, proofreading and stuff. I would always just turn in a 
paper and, like, I always did well but I never really worked for doing 
well. They just, like, gave me a grade, I feel. And so after Beacon I 
actually had to put effort into my work and, like, learn about what I was 
doing before I turned in the work (p. 3). 
These higher standards, students discovered, extended to the level of effort that 
was expected not only on tests and papers. Several students stated that Beacon's 
expectations for classroom participation and behavior changed their self-perceptions of 
themselves as students. 
Nola said: 
They pushed me to where I've never pushed before, especially in the 
classes. They required you to raise your hand. Just be involved in the 
classroom. That's not something you really had to do being in public 
school. You wouldn't-- Like, you raised your hand at your own will, if 
you wanted to. But they will always require you to be somewhat active 
in the classroom. No matter what, you always had to raise your hand (p. 
2). 
Other students also noticed the differences between Beacon's expectations for 
participation and previous schools. Elesha stated: 
Well, they made you speak. I remember having a lot of times when we 
had to speak up in class. They would pick on you if you didn't say 
anything. It's, like, in my other school, they wouldn't call on you. If you 
turned in your work and you were doing okay, they wouldn't make you 
do anything. So I guess -- I remember having to do a project with [a 
teacher] and had to speak in front of the entire class and teachers. After 
that, I just became more comfortable with having to say things in front of 
people. It just helped me open up (p. 3). 
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This requirement - that students become active participants in every aspect of 
Beacon daily life- ultimately resulted, according to students, in changes to students' 
perceptions of their own abilities inside and outside the classroom. Several students, 
such as Alexus, talked about how Beacon helped them find their "voices" as confident, 
capable learners who would be successful in unfamiliar settings. 
I guess just finding my voice because I was really shy before I went to 
Beacon. Now I can go up to people, talk to them, have a conversation 
with them. Like now [in this interview]. If I didn't go to Beacon, I 
probably wouldn't be able to do this. Like, getting the confidence that I 
need, that's my biggest thing that I'm grateful for (p. 24). 
Alexus stated that the support that she received from Beacon faculty members 
made her realize that she 
was actually stronger than I made myself seem, and I have the 
intelligence, but I never thought I was really intelligent until I went to 
Beacon. And [then] everyone's like, "Oh, you're so intelligent. You're so 
smart." I never got that when I went to public school (p. 2). 
Nisha talked about how the belief in her abilities that she developed at Beacon 
allowed her to feel like she "belonged" in independent schools, a feeling that she would 
not have had if she had applied to boarding school without first attending Beacon. 
Being quiet was not really an option because they would call on you no 
matter what. And then you knew that they always spoke about you and 
so I feel like they help -- they kind of help you gain pride in yourself. 
Because I wasn't really too sure of myself when I was applying at first 
anyway, so I don't even know how I would have been as a person going 
into this school [without Beacon]. But now I felt a lot more confident, like, 
yeah, I belong here just like the rest of you guys here .. . (p. 5). 
Other students also volunteered that without Beacon, they would not have the 
confidence or the eloquence gained from experience with speaking in academic 
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situations to articulate in a formal interview setting how much Beacon has changed their 
work habits, goals, an.d willingness to try new experiences. Tia stated: 
I would not be sitting here talking to you probably if I wouldn't have 
gone to Beacon. And I'm more not-- I want to say risk taking, but I throw 
myself out there. I just throw myself out there. I like just go for different 
opportunities like going to Spain, going to [my school] . I don' t know. I 
tried skiing, cross-country skiing this year. And I don't know. I take a lot 
of opportunities doing things now. And I'm more confident with it. I can 
talk about it more often now (p. 2). 
Students learned work habits that they were taught that they would need in their 
future academic settings, boarding school and college. Deandra stated: 
I was taught to sit down and focus. Focus and do my work. I was taught 
to kind of not get distracted. To really not want, you know, to do other 
things ..... They really taught me discipline, and that actually carried on 
into boarding school. I was able to actually sit down. They helped me 
with time management. I was able to sit down and do my work when I 
had to, you know, when the time was necessary for that .... We had study 
hall. You had to get your work done. You -- Everything. You had to be 
on time. You just really had to get your stuff done. If you didn't do well 
on the test, they would go, "Okay. You didn't do well on this. But do this 
to do better the next time." They were really on you. But I'm glad .... 
Definitely patience, discipline, time management. You know, not 
everything is going to come to you so easily, I know that now. I know 
that if you want something, you have to work for it. You can't do 
effortless work. I definitely learned that at Beacon (p. 4, 24). 
Karena similarly discussed how the academic strategies that she was taught at 
Beacon - and her awareness that consistent effort will pay off -- have been crucial to her 
success at her boarding school: 
It helped knowing how to study .... Everything about it, like, it just 
literally prepares. We read this book, urn ... What is it called? 
Something ... ways to be a good student or something like that. To study 
--Studying is hard work. But, like, that book, that's the basis of Beacon. 
It just helps (p. 3). . 
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Furthermore, students also expressed how Beacon's focus on broadenil<g 
students' long-term goals- beyond daily assignments and short-term preoccupations-
were also motivating ffifluences. 
Tia stated that her academic goals for herself immediately changed after a first 
conversation with Beacon staff members: 
I had no idea of about private schools except exam schools. I had no idea 
about it. So when I came from my tour, or I think it was my illterview day 
for Beacon, they handed me all the applications sayillg, "Oh, you can go 
here. You can go there." And I was like, "Wait, that looks like a castle. I 
can live there?" (p. 4) 
Students repeatedly emphasized how their expanded view of what was possible 
for them motivated them to persevere through the overwhelmillg difficulty of their year 
with Beacon. Deandra stated: 
I would say they definitely broadened my horizons. I was very narrow-
minded before I came to Beacon. I would say they defillitely opened me 
up to just to a new world, to so many different things that I wasn't aware 
of before I went to Beacon. They showed me -- By showillg me different 
boarding schools alone, they showed me that there were other 
opportunities for me. They showed me -- Just going to different houses, 
different neighborhoods that I didn't even know was here in Boston. 
Different places. They just-- They really did show me a lot. As a person, 
I was killd of aware of where I stood killd of more. Like, okay, I was 
aware of my economic status. I was aware -- I was just more aware of 
different things. I was aware of where I was and where I needed to get ill 
life ill order to succeed (p. 5). 
Although Beacon provided them with all this level of preparation for sustammg 
effort and motivation ill the face of setbacks, the participants stated that they did not 
think that Beacon and illdependent schools would be right for every student. Even with 
the instruction, practice, and long-term support that Beacon offers, the challenges of 
boardillg school, accordillg to Tia, might be too overwhelmillg. 
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It's one thing to like just go to school and not know anything, what's 
going on. But it's another thing if you're like struggling and you just 
don't know how to do something. Well, you got the hang of something 
but you're not completely sure how to do it. 'Cause I definitely think 
Beacon prepares us enough to go out to school and to do something. We 
may struggle, that's fine. But you have to give yourself the willingness to 
struggle a little bit more until you get to that age or that point where 
you're ready to just do it without struggling. Some people can't handle 
being put in uncomfortable situations such as going to a white school. 
They feel like it's too much to want to explain or to handle. So it has-- I 
think it's more about striving and perseverance and struggling. Not 
many people have the ability to struggle all at once (p. 25). 
Cultural Competence: "You Just Have to Know In Order To Go" 
Beyond academic skills, work habits, and goals, these Beacon graduates also 
gained cultural knowledge, skills, and competencies that enhanced their opportunities 
for success at boarding school. Through instruction in the speech patterns, tastes, and 
interactional styles- one aspect of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau, 2003) --that 
are indicators of conformity with the dominant culture of boarding school life, Beacon 
Academy served to make "explicit" the ways in which students will need to use 
strategically a particular set of skills and habits- a "cultural tool kit" (Swindler, 1986). 
Students are taught that their success and conformity at prep school does not merely 
depend on their ability to excel at tests and scholastic tasks but also on their skillfulness 
in adapting to a range of situations with peers and adults whose life experiences may be 
very different from their own. 
Nearly all of the participants (n=ll) talked about the cultural skills and 
competencies that Beacon taught them over the course of the 14-month program. The 
most often cited of these abilities were social interaction or conversational skills (n=10). 
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Beacon stressed the complexity involved in micro-level interactions with the faculty and 
students that they would encounter at independent schools. Social interactions would 
require that students learn new speech styles, discussion topics, and conflict resolution 
skills. 
At Beacon, students had daily, close interaction with a wide range of adults, 
mostly white, upper-middle former graduates of the types of independent schools to 
which they would be applying and then attend. From these adults, students were 
taught about how to have formal and informal conversations with adults from different 
social class and racial backgrounds. 
Nola stated: 
That's even a big thing that Beacon taught us how to do is to speak to 
adults, just be confident. Like to raise your voice so that you're not 
mumbling over your words and things like that. I didn't have that before 
(p. 3). 
Beacon students regularly participate in events, such as forums and fundraising 
events, in which they are asked to interact with many adults, including wealthy donors. 
Tia said: 
Beacon would have open houses and you have all these white people 
coming, from different non-profit programs and things like that and they 
ask you to shake your hand, and [say], "Oh, tell me more about Beacon." I 
never had to advocate for something or I don't know, put myself out 
there and give a speech or things like that. It's just weird to me. It's like, 
oh, gosh. So I need to make sure I'm saying everything right in my 
head ... (p. 2) . 
Sheree talked about how Beacon helped her to be successful in more formal 
social interactions as well: 
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And I was able to understand how to give a perfect interview or, like, 
how to speak with somebody and have eye contact and how to shake 
hands. Things like that, I didn't know how to do. Beacon really prepared 
me for that aspect of boarding schools and private school life (p. 4). 
She further described how Beacon made her aware that she would be called on to 
adjust her interactional style for different situations and different individuals: 
And it really pushed me to make sure that I have, urn, multiple, not 
multiple personalities, but multiple angles for different types of people 
and how I should talk to certain people and how I should greet certain 
people. And I hope-- I think that going to [my boarding school] also 
helped me with that because I learned, like-- I've met-- I meet people, 
different people, every day and different people from around the world 
and you have to learn how to speak to people in different ways. Not 
necessarily treat other people differently. It's that you have to learn that 
when you're speaking to your teacher is a different way that you speak to 
your best friend. So that's one thing that Beacon definitely opened my 
eyes to. 
The faculty of Beacon made sure that their graduates also understand that social 
interaction at boarding school would involve the possession of knowledge and attitudes 
about interests, hobbies, activities, and world events outside of these students' former 
experiences and familiarity. Karena described this type of social curriculum as part of 
students' main learning tasks at Beacon: 
[At Beacon] it's your job to know certain things. Like, you're deprived of 
it because [of] where we go to school, like where we grew up or 
whatever, you don't really know. And, like, parents can teach you as best 
you can, but you just have to know that type of stuff to have a 
conversation with someone else (p. 26). 
Beacon encouraged students to expand their cultural knowledge through 
discussions about many new topics. For example, a luncheon series invites 
professionals- financial analysts, authors, technology consultants-- to share their 
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educational and occupational experiences during informal conversations with Beacon 
students. During these luncheons Beacon Academy students themselves are expected 
"to host guests for lively and engaging conversations" (Beacon Academy website, 2012). 
As part of their daily schedule, students and faculty have discussions about 
current events, politics, new technologies, and travel. 
Alexus stated: 
Before I went to Beacon, I didn't really care about current events or who 
the president was. I didn't really care about Bush or anything. But 
Beacon gave-- We had to sit down, like, 30 minutes and talkabout 
current events and stuff. And that really changed me (p. 24). 
Lisa talked about how her conversations at Beacon with staff members have 
influenced her thoughts about her future career plans in unexpected ways: 
I just I picked [neuroscience as a career] out at Beacon because you know, 
we -- they encourage us to read articles and follow blogs. So I would do 
that and then they're like, "Oh, they're like this." And so I kind of got into 
that and reading books and stuff and I really like it (p. 16). 
Karena, as well as the other participants, talked about her frustration when other 
urban students who grew up in similar socioeconomic and geographic circumstances 
attend boarding school without the preparation of programs like Beacon, in which 
students are taught about how to interact in these settings. 
Not everybody has the opportunity, like, especially football players. Or 
any boys from cities or something, and they [the boarding school] take 
them, and [say], "Yes, they're gonna help us with football." But they don't 
realize the situation they're putting them in because they don't, like,-- I 
mean, you're at the age where you kind of know but you don't know. 
This one boy in my grade, he's in my class too, he's so ignorant and I hate 
to hear him talk. Like, it just makes me so mad. Because it's, like, all 
right, you're-- it's not, like, he's embarrassing me but in a way you are. 
He just -- he's always trying to fight about stuff. He doesn't sound 
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educated at all. It irks me. I know I shouldn't say that because it's, like, 
you know . .. but I just feel like, like, I was blessed with Beacon. You just 
really have to know in order to go (p. 26). 
For Karena, being "ignorant" is defined by more than lacking a particular set of 
academic skills or even not excelling at school. For her, "ignorance" in this situation 
implies an inability to know how to conform to the dominant cultural codes and 
practices in the elite independent school setting, such as its linguistic and interaction 
styles. In short, what these students have been taught by Beacon is the ability to activate 
the form of cultural capital valued in these schools and a different presentation of self. 
At Beacon, Karena learned that she may be judged harshly in a boarding school 
setting by retaining the cultural understandings and behaviors that prevail in her 
neighborhood. 
The first impression, the way you act, how you come off to people, like --
Now, this is the main thing that learn at Beacon, the way you talk and 
communicate to people. Like, you can't sound ignorant. Like, you can't 
say "aks." You know, your English has to be right because people are 
going to look at you, like, "Oh, okay, you don't know how to speak," you 
know (p. 26). 
These Beacon students learned that communication style is just as important as 
specific linguistic choices. Traditionally African American conversational style has been 
described as more intense, demonstrative, and confrontational than more stereotypically 
restrained, dispassionate, and impersonal white communication styles (Kochman, 1981), 
and - according to the participants - Beacon made these potential cultural differences 
and stereotypes explicit. 
Again, Lisa contrasted African American students at her boarding school who 
had not graduated from preparation programs such as Beacon with her Beacon peers. 
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[Other people expect me] to have an attitude, to be rude, to --if they get 
me mad, then I'll overreact to-- I'll be really angry ... . But I think some 
girls, African American girls, at my school, they act a certain way to make 
the other people think that. Like at Beacon, we would always say-- or the 
teachers would always [say], "People expect you to be loud or to have 
like, you know-- to express yourself in a big way . ... so don't try to fit to 
that stereotype." But [some African American] girls who go to [my 
boarding school], they didn't go to Beacon, so they don't really know 
that. And so they-- I mean, that could be their personality, but they don't 
really know (p. 14). 
Another student, Tia, also noted that her African American friends at boarding 
school had many of the same challenges: 
Beacon definitely told us-- before Beacon, sorry, I was always-- if 
someone said something bad to me, I was ready to fight. So they taught 
us in that way to present ourselves in a good way if you get into a 
situation, take your time, breathe it out, think about it, what are you 
going to say? And how are you going to say it? Make intellectual choices. 
When-- I forgot what problem I got into at school with a girl .. .. We just 
got into it. And I was trying --like, I didn't know how to explain to her 
and without yelling ... But it took me a while to just cool down and relax 
and figure out what I'm going to say to her exactly ... Beacon taught me 
especially to cool down and go back to the things and what exactly I'm 
going to say to them to get my point across because yelling doesn't help 
obviously. And my friend, my good friend, she's from Brooklyn and 
she's black and when she came her freshman year, it was always like she 
did not know how to act ... [White kids would] stare, not stare, but 
wonder about things, give you that curious look, looking at you and like, 
"Hm, I wonder about this" and things like that. And she'd [say], "Why 
are you looking at me?" and she'd make a scene and things like that. And 
they never listened to her .... After she finished yelling at them, [they' d 
say,] "She's freaking crazy." People would go around saying, "Yeah, 
she's crazy. She burst out on me. I didn't do anything to her." (p. 12) 
Sheree related that Beacon's instruction also caused her to change her interaction 
style from one based on confrontation- particularly physical- to one centered around 
emotionally and physically restraint and verbal reasoning: 
One of the problems that I had from a social standpoint was if I didn't 
have Beacon, like how to communicate with somebody that didn't look 
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like me. And how to address a problem without being physical. And it 
was difficult, but in my mindset, if something happens to me, I shut 
down socially. And if it keeps happening, it would be --the next point 
would be to take a physical standpoint, instead of saying, "You hurt me 
because you did this, this, and this. And I feel a certain way because of 
this, this, and this." And using my words wasn't something that I was 
comfortable with or even I understood. But going through Beacon and 
going to [my boarding school], I realized that violence isn't the first --It 
shouldn't be a resort at all. And [some] students don't realize that coming 
from, coming from a city where you have to fight and you have to make 
sure that you are known for, you know, that you're there and that you 
need to make sure that you understand who you are and that you don't 
get pushed around (p. 13-14). 
In addition to speech and communication patterns, Beacon also focused on 
providing its graduates with cultural capital in another theoretically traditional sense: 
institutionalized, i.e. widely shared high-status cultural signals (Lamont and Lareau, 
1988) that reflect the preferences and tastes of the upper class. In addition to trips to 
Martha's Vineyard- staying at the summer homes of adults affiliated with Beacon- and 
to New York City and cultural excursions (arts performances, etc.), several of the 
participants mentioned Beacon's partnership with a local museum as an important 
source of preparation for boarding school. 
Sheree stated: 
I appreciate the most about how [Beacon] pushed us and had us do weird 
things and how they made us go to the Museum, the Museum of Fine 
Arts and analyze art and stuff like that .. .In art classes I can sit and look at 
a painting for an hour and notice things that I didn't notice, you know, 
the minute before or the hour before. And some students at my school 
probably get bored after ten minutes. So I mean, I feel like Beacon has 
definitely prepared me to do certain things in life that a lot of students at 
my age aren't able to do (p. 19). 
Tia further elaborated how Beacon provided her with an appreciation for art that 
she did not have before: 
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[Beacon changed] how I view things artistically, going to Museum of Fine 
Arts. I'd look at a piece of art or something and be, like, oh, that's cool. 
This has nice, little, pretty colors. But never get behind to like the story of 
like what it can mean to you or I don't know. I just learned more about 
getting deeper into, I don't know, my brain and trying to pull things out. 
That's another thing about Beacon; they always make you like go deeper 
into yourself and try to get it out (p. 6). 
While Beacon arms its graduates with the cultural knowledge and social 
competencies to help them be successful in the social and academic world of boarding 
schools, participants also expressed how they felt that Beacon faculty members were 
candid with them about the class-based and racial realities of the prep school social 
structure in a way that is unusual in the independent school world. This frankness 
about social inequality allowed these graduates to begin to think more deeply about 
their own class and racial position at boarding school before they entered their new 
campuses. 
Nisha said: 
[Beacon] always spoke about that stuff, like how you should always like 
stay true to yourself and, you know, there are-- especially [a Beacon 
faculty member] always spoke about how rich people are and how some 
people might flaunt it and some people might not. And, I mean, it wasn't 
really something that bothered me because I don't typically-- it doesn't 
bother me when people talk about money ... So I don't know, I thought 
like, okay, you know, they can actually buy a meal from McDonald's, not 
the dollar menu type of thing, but no, it's like they can buy the whole 
McDonald's if they want. So that was definitely an eye-opening 
experience for me .... Like they always spoke about division, but like 
economic division was something that just never crossed my mind until 
Beacon brought it to me. (p. 5) 
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Relationships: Resources and Support 
A third component of the Beacon Academy preparation that each participant 
discussed as critical in shaping her subsequent experience at boarding school is the 
formation of close, supportive relationships with adults- teachers, staff members, 
volunteers, advisers- affiliated with the program. Students get to know staff members-
all of whom are themselves well-connected in the wider New England independent 
school community-- from a wide range of situations during extended school days, 
summer terms, evening study halls, advisory sessions, and school trips. Arguably, in 
fact, it is this component- the development of social capital, or "instrumental, 
productive relationships or netWorks that provide access to opportunity or lead to 
advantageous outcomes" (Strayhorn, 2010, p. 309; Stanton-Salazar, 1997)- that, 
according to participants, seems to facilitate the confidence, motivation, and the cultural 
competencies that have already been discussed. 
Again, students contrasted their previous schooling with their experience at 
Beacon and emphasized the comparative intensity of relationships with Beacon staff. 
Jasmine said: 
But I'd say the biggest difference [between Beacon and my old school] is 
the teacher-student relationship. At [my previous charter school] you 
have the opportunity to be really familiar with your teachers, go to your 
teacher for anything, but-- Beacon, Beacon knows you really, really well, 
and they take the time to get to know their students. So it's like every 
faculty member knows each and every student, and I think that really 
helps a lot because then it builds confidence in a student but also a 
connection. And I think that's really, really helpful, especially with such 
a difficult transition from one school to the other (p . 6). 
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Nisha also discussed the difference between her old school and Beacon in terms 
of student-teacher relationships: 
[Beacon] was pretty hard, but then I learned that the adults here are really 
--they're like for you. Because I had an experience in middle school 
where my teacher went to [a private school] and she said that only-- she 
told me I wasn't going to be anything and that I wasn't going to go far, 
and this, that, and the other. And she said only one girl in our homeroom 
would go far. And so she wrote her recommendation, helped her with the 
[private school] application. And so to come here and have all these 
people like tell me that I'm going to be something and like there's a 
possible-- there's more than just a possibility that I'm going to go far was 
a nice feeling (p. 3). 
Alexus stated that she thought her relationships with Beacon staff members 
would be helpful to her for a long time in the future: 
It's just, like, an intimate place. Like, everything they do .... you feel you 
actually have a place in Beacon. Like, whereas in my public school, you 
wouldn't-- You're just another kid getting through the system. But at 
Beacon, they know you personally. You know the teachers personally. I 
still go back to my teachers at Beacon and still talk to them about my life 
problems. I feel like I can have them in my life forever (p. 25). 
Rachel stressed how she felt that this support was unconditional: 
They always stressed that, while they're very supportive, they won' t 
hesitate to get on your case if you're not trying as hard as they know you 
can, that kind of thing. And that's also very helpful. Kind of like if you're 
just like -- you mentioned before -- or I mentioned if a kid made a bad 
mistake, if you made a mistake and was kicked out of your school, they 'd 
definitely get on that kid's case, but they would still help them as 
opposed to just, "Oh, you made a mistake. We're not going to help you 
anymore." So they're supportive no matter what (p. 22). 
In addition to long hours of guidance, advice, and academic support, 
participants talked about faculty offering a type of support that is tailored specifically to 
the experience of the formal admissions process of independent schools and to the 
informal process of transitioning to the boarding school world. Each student is 
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assigned advisers or volunteers to help with each aspect of the admissions process to 
independent school, from campus visits to test preparation to essay writing to 
interviewing and completion of financial aid forms. 
Like all of the other participants, Deandra stated that Beacon guided her through 
each step of the overwhelming admissions process, one that was unfamiliar and 
intimidating to her and her family. Beacon provided her with important "insider" 
knowledge and access to small informal networks of admissions offices that students 
with no familiarity with the private school world would not possess. 
[Even if] I knew about boarding schools before Beacon Academy, I 
probably would have still wanted to go away but I probably wouldn't 
have -- I wouldn't have known how to get into boarding school. I 
wouldn't have known the whole application process. I wouldn't have 
had the opportunity -- I wouldn't have had people writing big letters of 
recommendation. I wouldn't have had all that (p. 6). 
Nisha was one of a few students (n=4) who had previously applied- due to the 
encouragement of middle school afterschool programs or their previous charter schools 
-to independent boarding or day schools unsuccessfully. During her year at Beacon, 
she stated that this time both she and her mother were given more extensive help with 
the admissions process. 
The second time I felt like I had a lot more help. At [the afterschool 
program in middle school], I would say that I felt like there was a lot 
more favoritism [to certain students] ... I initially joined [the program] just 
to stay out of trouble, but [with] Beacon, you always had to- "Okay. You 
have this application. Where is it?" It was kind of like the whole process. 
And then helping my mom out with it as well because it was something 
that she --like she went to college, but [did not graduate]. It was kind of 
like a new process. She didn't know what to put here, what to do there. 
And so it was a lot smoother here (p. 6). 
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Thus, the development of social capital, or relationships and connections with 
others that are useful in providing access to resources and support, was a critical piece 
of the Beacon Academy program. These close relationships facilitated the other aspects 
of the preparatory experience of Beacon, including the academic preparation, cultural 
competence, and emphasis on effort and grit. 
Superordinate Theme #2: Race-Related Stress 
Although other types of challenges were mentioned by a few participants, such 
as financial difficulties and dissatisfaction with extracurricular activities, the most 
frequently mentioned response when asked about the boarding school experience was 
race-related stress. The participants' descriptions of the severity of this stress ranged 
from mild (n=l) to severe (n=l), with the rest of the participants (n=lO) expressing that 
their race does impact their lives at boarding school and has caused them significant but 
generally manageable distress. 
Rachel was the only one of the participants who stated that her race did not 
negatively affect the quality of her experience at boarding school. She did acknowledge 
a few times during the interview that she doesn't think that many of her African 
American classmates at her school have had as entirely positive of an experience as she. 
[Boarding school is] definitely a change from Beacon because the majority 
at Beacon of my class were African American .... So, but my freshman 
year, I didn't think it was-- I didn't think it was bad at all. I had heard 
about some other schools, some incidents maybe at other schools where 
kids were getting -- African American kids or any color were getting 
bullied and that kind of thing. So I wasn't surprised, but I was happy that 
[my school] wasn't that kind of place, or at least not to me. I know a few 
of my classmates feel that it's hard at times, but personally I haven't had 
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any trouble .... I know some of my classmates sometimes feel like they're 
treated differently, whether it's good or bad, because of their race. I 
know one of my classmates told me he felt like some kids looked down at 
him because maybe they assumed he only got in because he was African 
American. I mean, he wasn't smart enough. So I know some kids kind of 
felt like that. I mean, maybe they weren't good enough and maybe they 
were just accepted because of their race. So people kind of question 
themselves and I try not to do that because it's probably a downward 
spiral (p. 11-12). 
At the other end of the spectrum, Nisha, a senior, because of her experience of 
racial stress, would not repeat her decision to attend boarding school if she needed to 
make that decision again and her experiences of race-related stress at boarding school 
have caused her to decide to attend a historically black college. 
I wouldn't go. Like I said, I don't really regret anything. You know, 
everything's an experience and that's how I feel. I learn from everything, 
but I wouldn't go back. I wouldn't do it again, I wouldn't wish it upon 
anyone (p. 19). 
Although Nisha's conclusions about her own experiences are more extreme than 
most of the other participants, her descriptions of the difficulties of transitioning from 
elementary and middle schools whose racial composition were primarily minority to 
Beacon- where potential racial difficulties were discussed and presented in the abstract 
because most Beacon classes did not include any white students- and then to the 
predominantly white environment of boarding school were typical. 
Well, I feel like [Beacon] spoke about it a lot [about the challenges of 
being African American at boarding school]. You know, they always told 
you that there were going to be differences. They told you about the 
questions that you'll get asked. But it's kind of like-- I feel like I never 
really learned how to deal with it in a way. And I didn't think it would be 
as severe. And I guess it's because I'm not exposed to racism on a daily 
basis and I also don't really like to use the term racism because I think it's 
such a negative word, because I feel like a lot of it is just ignorance. And 
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that's what Beacon taught me as well, that, you know, they might not be 
racist. They may just not know (p. 17). 
For these girls, their first experience at boarding school with race-related stress 
was the awareness that they were now living in an environment where very few other 
students looked like them and where they might be initially judged by others on the 
basis of their race. Deandra described her recognition that she was now a minority for 
the first time in her educational career. 
It was very different. It was like we lived in two different worlds. (laugh) 
It kind of opened my eyes to the way other people were brought up to 
different backgrounds ... So definitely --It definitely made more aware of 
who I was, and it made more aware of, like, okay, 11m an African 
American female, and that1s what people see when they look at me. 
Before I wasn1t really paying attention so detailed to my image, like, as 
who I was. I wasn't-- Before boarding school, I was, okay, let1s blend in 
with the rest of them. But then going to boarding school, I realized that, 
yes, I am different. I am a person of color, as far as being in that area, as 
far as being in ... boarding schools, I did stand out. I was different. I was 
a person of color. And I acknowledged that. Before, you know, I wasn1t 
even acknowledging my race or anything. It was kind of like I saw things 
from a different perspective because, you know, people judge you for the 
way you look (p. 17). · 
Sheree similarly described an initial period of realization and adjustment 
because she was now in a predominantly white environment: 
At first, it was --It was difficult because I realized that I was the only 
African American student in my grade .... Being a minority at my school is 
difficult because it1s so small, and when they think of ethnicity, they say, 
110h, we have students from 17 different countries and, you know, 13 
different places, and they speak 14 different languages 11 and all this other 
stuff. But it1s, like, it1s crap. I mean, when you think of-- When you1re a 
student in this situation, like, at [my boarding school], I was looking for 
somebody who looked like me, who1s going through the situation like 
me. And the closest person that looked like me was -- She looked like me, 
but she didn1t come from the same situation. She was adopted, and it 
was difficult because I would have a problem and then I would go to her 
and say, like, 11This is what1s going on. 11 She1s like, (high voice) 11You need 
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to stop talking like that. Why do you sound like that? Oh, my gosh. You 
need to stop.'' .. .. And, you know, it was difficult. But I pushed through 
it, and still being only the African American in my grade but not the only 
student of color in my grade, it's still difficult, but it's dealable. It's -- I can 
deal with it (p. 11). 
Microaggressions 
In addition to the initial strains of adjusting to a predominantly white 
environment, the other subtheme shared by all of the participants was the experience of 
racial microaggressions, a more subtle form of contemporary racism consisting of brief, 
everyday, and often ambiguous encounters- either verbal, nonverbal, or environmental 
--that communicate negative messages to people of color (Sue et al, 2007). 
Microaggressions are often unintentional but can cause both immediate stress to the 
victims, who must infer quickly whether perceived slights are racially motivated and 
determine appropriate responses, and may ultimately lead to long-term, cumulative 
psychological stress and harm (Constantine, Smith, Redington, & Owens, 2008). 
Microaggressions "serve as daily reminders that one's race/ ethnicity is an ongoing 
stimulus in the world" (Harrell, 2000, p. 45). While today overt racism is generally 
considered to be socially unacceptable, participants frequently reported that they were 
bothered by race-related incidents at boarding school but were reluctant to judge any 
particular individual, incident, or their institution as "racist." 
For example, Elesha described a potentially race-related incident as hurtful but 
was hesitant to describe the other student as intentionally racist. 
Last year someone said, -- This girl who was from Wyoming, she said, 
"Oh, I'd be afraid to fight you." And I've never been in a fight in my 
entire life, and I was, like, "Okay. So what do you mean by that?" And so 
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she's like, "Oh, yeah. Because I just feel like you'd be a great fighter." And 
I'm like, "You're wrong. Blah, blah, blah." Just stuff like that. They just 
say things and they think it's okay, but it's actually not. Like, why would 
you think it's okay to say you're afraid to fight me when I've never 
threatened you, I've never done anything to be rude or mean to you? So I 
just-- Sometimes they just say things like that and I'm like, "You can't say 
that to other people because they're going to get really offended." It 
doesn't really-- it, like, upsets me but it doesn't really because I know that 
she's-- she hasn't been around black people so she doesn't really know 
what the difference [is] and what she can't say and how they're going to 
respond to certain things so I can't really get upset with her because she 
just hasn't -- She hasn't been exposed to those kinds of things. Like, I just 
feel like some people should know better but they don't (p. 11). 
She further explained: 
I have friends that are white and friends that are black and certain friends 
will say certain things about, you know, a stereotypical black thing. And 
sometimes it doesn't bother me but other times I'm just, like, you know, 
"You shouldn't say that. Because one day you say it to the wrong person, 
they're going to get really offended," but I guess it's not noticeable to 
some people, but I feel like it's noticeable all the time. 
Alexus and Nola also talked about the subjective quality of interpreting very 
subtle behavioral cues, which often caused them to feel that she did not quite belong. 
They would look at me weird. Like, I would have an Abercrombie and 
Finch sweater or my Coach sneakers. There was this one girl who really 
looked at me wrong, like, really bad. I didn't even know her, and she 
gave me this really mean stare. Like, what's that all about? Little things 
like that. No one came up to me face to face and say anything derogatory 
or anything (Nola, p. 15). 
No one's really blatantly racist or anything. So it's not, like, "Oh, she's 
black. I don't want her to, to be my friend." Or something like that. If 
they don't like black people, they just don't talk to me. And a lot of 
people don't talk to black people at this school, but it's, like -- Because all 
the black girls hang out with each other so we have a good connection so 
it's not like I'm missing out on anything (Alexus, p. 13) 
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Sheree recow1ted another common experience with a classmate whose racial 
comments she judged as not "serious" enough to be reported as a racist incident to 
faculty or other adults. 
One problem would be that it'd just be, like, a student in my school who 
would say things that are off the wall. Every time she'd come back from 
break, she'd pick up a new racist word to say and she wouldn't realize it 
was racist until I said something to her. Or it would hurt my feelings 
until I said something to her. And she's like, "Oh, I'm so sorry. It's just 
that when I'm at home, people just say things that, you know -- They just 
say things." ... It was stereotypes. She would say things like, "Hey, 
what's up, nigger?" And I'm like, "Excuse me. You don't say that. You 
don't say that at all. I don't even say that myself." She's like, "Oh, why 
can't I say it?" "Because I don't use that word, and I'd appreciate it if you 
didn't use that word." And she would just forget and, you know, say it 
again and be like, "Oh, I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry." And I'm like, "Just don't 
--Don't say it again." ... I didn't think it was as serious as taking it to the 
headmaster or to the dean of students, even though I knew he wasn't 
going to do anything about it (p. 12). 
All of the participants reported being exposed to microaggressions in the form of 
racial stereotyping. Jasmine stated that talking about the difficulties of dealing with 
racial stereotypes is the most common topic of conversation in the school ' s diversity 
club, but she does not attribute any individual's particular use of racial stereotypes to 
blatant racism. 
Nothing bad has happened but there was an encounter last year where a 
boy had said some pretty offensive things. And I really didn't know how 
to handle it then, but that's been the only time. It hasn't made me 
resentful toward him or anybody else. But I have had that experience, 
and I'd say it (pause ) -- I've never been discriminated against. But 
stereotypes do happen a lot. Like, I'm expected to play basketball. The 
minute I got to [my school]. I'd say, "Well, yeah, I like playing basketball. 
I'm not varsity material." I don't think they understood that because 
every other student of color that has gone there has been varsity athletes 
in that school and especially in basketball. So they kind of expected of me 
when I attended there, but once I started dribbling a ball and playing, I 
was not varsity material (p. 13-14). 
91 
Tia also stated that she often talks with other African American students who 
attend boarding schools about being the subject of racial stereotypes. 
Me and my friend were talking about this yesterday. We plan on making 
at-shirt with the list of stereotypes that they give us like: "Is that your 
real hair?" "Do you-- have you ever got shot?" "Do you own a gun?" 
Like, they actually ask me these questions. "Oh, do they pee in your 
hallways?" "Have you ever got arrested?" And things like that. And it--
that was just how it is. They ask questions like that because they're really 
curious [but] some of them are just douche bags (p. 11). 
The most common stereotype encountered by participants involved themselves 
or their backgrounds being associated with urban violence, aggression, or criminality. 
Ten out of the twelve participants described these types of urban-related stereotypes as 
prevalent in boarding schools. 
Deandra stated that she often had to face questions about growing up in a city 
environment: 
Coming to boarding school, a lot of people didn't understood where we 
were from, and I've gotten so many ridiculous questions, me and my 
other friends. We would get questions like, "Well, how is it growing up 
in the inner city? Do you ever get shot at?" (laugh) Yeah, like I would get 
questions like that. "Are you part of a gang?" And it's just, like, --Like, 
sometimes you're just like, "Damn, how ignorant are you?" (laugh) It's 
just you feel out of place sometimes because a lot of people don't 
understand you and they don't understand where you're from ... Well, 
some people, you know, were just really curious, and they didn't know 
about our culture and they wanted to find out. But some people were -- I 
guess, I don't know, almost kind of, okay, if you don't understand it, 
that's fine. Ask about it. But don't get too ridiculous and ask crazy 
questions, like, "Was I shot?" Like, what? "Do you know 50 Cent? Do 
you know this person?" Okay, just because I'm black, I don't know 50 
Cent. (laugh) (p. 11) 
Deandra said that she has met many other African American students at other 
boarding schools at student of color conferences who have also experienced stereotypes. 
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lt1s the same in all boarding schools. They have the same environment. 
They literally told me the same exact questions that they were asked. 
They were the same questions that I was asked. 11Let me feel your hair. 
Have you ever got shot at? 11 It was the same. Like, I have friends --You 
know, 11Are you related to this person, that person, some famous black 
celebrity?" I don1t know. (laugh) It was the same. And you would think 
that we were going to the same school. It was the same exact experience 
(p. 20) . 
These participants also expressed that it is common for them to alternate 
between feelings of "hypervisibility" and "invisibility" (Constantine et al., 2008). They 
reported both feeling psychologically isolated and dismissed because of their racial 
backgrounds, while sometimes -- depending on the situation or context -- also feeling 
like they can be awkwardly placed in the "spotlight" and perceived as "spokespeople" 
or "advisers" when issues related to diversity or the concerns of 'persons of color arise 
(Constantine et al., p. 353). 
One common experience was the classroom situation of being asked to describe a 
universal African American perspective when topics such as slavery, civil rights, or 
Africa were brought up. Several of the participants, such as Tia, talked about the 
feelings of discomfort and hypervisibility when asked by teachers or other students- as 
typically the only student of color in the class- to speak for the African American 
viewpoint. 
In English we always have debate discussions about things and my 
freshman year, we were starting on Africa and then I knew this was 
going to be horrible. I was, like, gosh, I have to go in this class. And the 
kids weren't sure they should say things. And, [I'm] like, "Don't give me 
the benefit of doubt, just say what you have to; it's fine." And I don't 
know. It was-- I had to teach a lot all the time. And I didn't like the fact 
that I had to do that because we already have teachers at school to do 
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that. But my teachers even at school couldn't do that because they 
weren't sure what it's like to be an African American. (p. 11). 
In contrast, Nisha described feelings of invisibility and marginalization when she 
is often confused by faculty members with another African American student at her 
school. 
You [as an African American girl] don't have an identity at this school. 
And it's one of the most heartbreaking things to be there for four years 
and I just had the headmaster call me Gina, who is another black girl at 
the school. And I'm like, "I meet with you and I'm a [student body 
president]," which is like-- I'm like student president, student body 
president. Like not just my grade, but the whole school. And I meet with 
him every day, every Monday for a meeting. And I'm "Gina." You know, 
it 's something that's just like-- we don't look-- she's darker than I am. 
She wears braids. I just always have funky hairstyles. I'm taller. I'm 
thinner. Like she's-- I mean, she's like thin too, but we clearly just look 
different. And she's from New York, I'm from Boston. And it's pretty 
painful. And he's like-- and he looks at me and he goes, "I am sorry. I 
didn't even know how I did that, ha ha ha." . .. I just turned around on 
him. Looked at him, turned around, and walked away. And so for about 
a week he would just look at me and I would just look at him and walk 
away .... For about two years, Gina and I were in different grades at this 
point. And they-- if I didn't go to chapel, she would get turned in. And 
so they would call her Nisha .... They're like, "Nisha, you weren' t in 
chapel this morning." And she 's like, "What?" And then she'll come right 
to me. "You weren't in chapel, were you?" (p. 13) 
Gendered racism 
These participants faced the additional predicament of confronting stereotypes 
and other microaggressions as both African American and as females. The participants 
describe, first, trying to determine whether incidents are racially related at all and then 
whether they are related to their identities as both women and African American. 
Throughout society African American women confront the "double jeopardy" condition 
of coping with both racism and sexism, or "gendered racism," in which "African 
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American women are subject to unique forms of oppression due to their simultaneous 
'Blackness' and 'femaleness"' (Thomas et al., 2008, p. 307). In some instances, these 
participants were able to identify incidents that they judged to be only racially-related or 
gender-related, but in most cases it was difficult for them to separate their experiences as 
African American and as women. 
Most of the participants (n=9) reported that their experiences at boarding school 
were both different and more difficult than the experiences of their African American 
male peers. According to these girls, both African American female and male students 
were subject to gender-specific stereotypes in the boarding school environment. 
However, the assessment of these participants was that the stereotypes that were 
applicable only to males allowed boys to fit in and adapt more easily than African 
American girls. For example, Nola said that "I think it's easier for guys, especially if 
you're associated with sports, especially football or basketball. It' s easier for you to 
make friends" (p. 14). 
Lisa stated that she had observed that there were different racial stereotypes for 
boys than for girls, and she believed that boys' experiences were easier than girls' at 
boarding school, although she wasn't sure exactly how to account for those differences. 
And going back to school, I was thinking about that and I realized that for 
boys, it 's like-- I think it's easier because of what society portrays of 
them. I mean, there are some bad connotations of males, African 
American males, but also there are better ones I think than for women. 
And I think coming into boarding school where the main denomination is 
white, I think it's easier for males because it' s-- I don't know. I don't 
know, it's like they fit in easier, I guess. And then it'd be hard for women 
to fit in. I'm not sure how, but it just seems like that. But I don 't feel like it 
hurts me (p. 11). 
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Jasmine was more specific about how societal stereotypes of African American 
females as overly emotional and demanding affect their acceptance into the school 
culture and the girls ' subsequent reactions to those stereotypes. 
I guess people aren't always sure what to expect of females. With guys of 
color, it's a bit more-- it's a little bit easier because guys go to boarding 
school and they usually go for sports. So they are expected to play sports. 
They don't have a problem with fitting in because guys just have -- Guys 
just usually like the same things. It's a whole easier for them to fit in. But 
girls, we're a little bit more curious than boys are. We ask a little bit more 
questions. Females, I think it could a little more -- It could be difficult in a 
way that we're a little bit emotional as well. So stuff like that might affect 
us emotionally or might make us uncomfortable to the point where we 
might separate ourselves from everyone. We have a tendency to 
eliminate the equation by taking ourselves out of the equation, when in 
actuality we should embrace it (p. 15). 
Tia stated that although she thought that the experience of African American 
boys at boarding school was easier than for girls, she realized that males are also limited 
by stereotypes of them. 
Black guys get more of like-- I don't know, positive features, but at the 
same time it's not. Like he 's probably great at basketball, football. He's 
probably bulked. He gets all the girls and he won't get in trouble for it. 
He plays a lot of girls. Things like that. And they give him like-- there's a 
boy named Shaquille at my school and they give him all like the ups for it 
and things like that. But he doesn't take it as compliments. He's like, 
"You guys, I know how to do other things too." They're like, "You should 
stick to the basketball. You're cool at that." He's like, "I play lacrosse" (p. 
15). 
Karena also said that white students at her boarding school have negative 
stereotypes of African American males but that these stereotypes do not affect how well 
they are accepted and liked by their classmates. 
Some people think that they're going to steal, like they're really 
obnoxious, with rap or with stuff like that. But not as much as they are 
with the girls there .... [Boys] are [more accepted] though. Because they 
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play football. They envy them. They play basketball. They love them (p. 
19). 
In contrast, the stereotypes of African American women- as angry, dominant, 
and loud -were not perceived by the participants as positive traits that are valued in the 
elite independent school world. Furthermore, they struggled with keeping "in check" in 
public the aspects of their personalities that might conform to these stereotypes. 
Alexus described herself as mostly quiet and reserved, traits that contradict the 
expectations for her behavior at her school and often confuse her classmates. 
[Because I'm a Black girl] I should act like I'm loud, but I don't act like 
I'm loud. I should act like I'm crazy and mad all the time, but I don't. I'm 
the complete opposite .... My freshman year, we took a school trip, and all 
the girls were like, 110h, wow, you don't act anything like we thought 
black people acted. 11 11Well, that's nice to know. 11 But I didn't really think 
that all [white] girls were going to go around saying, 110MG' all the time 
because I watched that on TV. (laugh) But, like, they, like, 11You don't 
swear all the time. You're not loud. 11 I'm not really like that at all. I'm 
not even like that at home sometimes. Like, now I am because I have to 
act cool, calm, and collected all the time at school so at home is the only 
time I get to cool down and stuff (p. 19-20). 
Alexus recounted that she sometimes will intervene to chastise her African 
American female peers for being too loud and boisterous in public settings at school and 
for not adjusting their behavior in front of white peers. 
Sometimes the black girls get really loud, and I have to calm them down. 
Sometimes because -- Like, we can't -- You have to know how to adjust 
yourself in different areas. All the white people already have stereotypes 
about us at our school. And then us being loud just adds to the 
stereotypes. [They think] we're loud. We always get angry. Like, really 
stupid stereotypes. But because we act like that when we're joking 
around, then that's just going to add to them really thinking that that's 
how black people are because we're the only exposure of black people 
that they see. So, like, don't act like you would at home .. . Well, [and the 
black girls are] like, 11 0h, just because we're black, we don't have to be 
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quiet. They're over there yelling and laughing. They can laugh like that." 
But it's weird because we have to adjust ourselves. We shouldn't have to 
adjust ourselves but we have to adjust ourselves because of the 
environment we are in. And, like, it's hard to explain to them that we're 
the only, the only people that they see of our kind. But, like, we have to --
They're going to go home thinking that all black people act the same way 
as we act. (:p. 15). 
However, many of these participants described how they faced stereotypes not 
only from white students and faculty as African Americans or as African American 
females but they also confronted misperceptions from male students, both white and 
African American, related to relationships and their sexuality. Half of the participants 
(n=6) volunteered, when talking about how the racial climates at their schools affected 
them, that they felt that their dating relationships and dating possibilities had been 
affected by their race and gender. 
Tia reported that both white and African American males do not view African 
American girls as dating prospects. 
Guys -- the guys at the school have this perception of black females that 
they're always loud, angry all the time, that they will just initially cuss 
them out sometime sooner than later. And I was trying to explain to a boy 
at my school that -- I was trying to wonder -- I was wondering why he 
wouldn't date a black girl and he said, "Oh, well, because-- maybe not 
you, but black girls are really mean and loud and they always yell all the 
time." And I'm like, "Are you kidding me? Are you serious?" And he 
said this after we had a dance with -- we went to a dance at a school, 
whatever, with so many different people. So there were more black 
students [than usual] and stuff like that. But he's like, "Yeah, and they 
also have like bigger shapes." He's like, "They have bigger butts than 
white girls." I'm like, "Everyone comes in different shapes and sizes. 
What are you talking about?" Some different white girl, Asian girl, 
Hispanic girl can be louder than any black girl. It doesn't matter. It has 
nothing to do with the race. It just has to do with the person. And he's 
like, "No, black girls." And I can' t explain to this boy. What is he talking 
about? (p. 14) 
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school. 
Nola had similar memories of attempts at relationships with boys at boarding 
Even dating, guys don1t even consider us an option. Not that I was really 
focused on dating at the time. Yeah, they wouldn1t really consider us 
somebody to date. lt1s because they're so stuck on that stereotype that 
people, females of color are really obnoxious or attitude-y or whatever 
really comes associated with that. So I try not to feed into it so I can 
actually prove myself. Like, I wasn1t really a part of the whole 
stereotypical person, like female of color .... (p. 15) 
A few of the participants talked about how they had asked their African 
American male friends about why African American girls had such difficulty with 
dating at boarding schools. 
Nola continued: 
Because if I were to ask one of my guy friends now, what is it about white 
girls as opposed to black girls that you would like dating them or 
whatever? They say girls, like black girls, are always on top of them and 
asking them questions. So, like, why they're talking to certain people? Or 
just really on top of them about other girls. As opposed to white girls, 
who really don1t care as much, and they don1t question them and they're 
willing to let them do whatever they want them to do. And we aren1t. So 
that1s why they prefer a white girl over a black girl (p. 17-18). 
When talking about stereotypes about African American females in relation to 
dating and sexuality, several of the participants compared African American females to 
white females and discussed their own perceptions of white girls at boarding schools 
and tensions with them. 
Nola discussed a common view among the participants (n=S) that white girls are 
more open to sexual relationships and viewed as more sexually desirable than African 
American girls. 
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[My adviser at school is] a woman of color and she had this dinner at her 
house and she asked, "Why is it that black guys won't talk to the black 
girls?" And he goes, "Because you guys have attitudes." We go, "What?" 
And it was funny because he was like, "See?" We're like, "No, that's 
because you just, like, judged us right away without even getting --" I 
was like, "I have never really had a conversation with you, so for you to 
sit here and tell me that I have an attitude before even getting to know me 
is --like you're missing out. I'm not really missing out, obviously." But he 
-- it was just like -- and this was from a black guy .. . I mean, I had a thing 
for a black guy, but he was hooking up with all these white girls, so .. .. 
And he waited till like two days before he graduated to tell me he's liked 
me for three years ... So it's just been something that like it's hard to get an 
answer to because some of them are like, "Oh, well, [white girls] just 
throw th~mselves at us and we just don't know." I'm like, "Because we 
don 't know how to compete. We can't compete with someone who's out 
of om league." And I feel like a lot of us think that, that-- I feel like we do 
believe in like white supremacy. And like to a certain extent, at least 
when it comes to like the white female is probably greater than us, 
especially in boarding school (p. 16). 
Several participants, such as Nola, compared the behavior of white girls with 
African American girls and traced the reasons behind these differences to how African 
American girls are brought up by their families. 
I think that's just the way we're brought up in om homes, especially --
Like for me, I've always been told to save yom virginity till marriage. My 
grandmother's a minister, she's really religious. And just all this other 
stuff that ties into it. That's really mostly for a lot of African American 
families . They really push the whole save yom virginity, save yourself 
for marriage thing. And I-- I don't know. Because religion ties into it, 
you kind of think twice about letting guys do whatever. Like, even 
though we do do it, we're not so willing to do it as much without 
thinking about it first. That's what I think white girls ... they don't really 
think about it as much. They just did it because they wanted to. It didn't 
really matter (p. 19). 
Other participants also stated that they were confused by the concerns and 
problems, and by what they reported as a lack of self-esteem, among white girls at their 
schools. A few participants (n=3), including Deandra, mentioned that they had 
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difficulty relating to what they perceived as "white girls' problems," such as eating 
disorders. 
And a lot of girls [at boarding school] had-- I knew a lot of girls who had 
issues with their self, with their image, going to boarding school. I 
noticed that. Like, I noticed different problems from inner city kids. 
Inner city kids, their issues are, okay, you know, going to school, being on 
the street, getting into trouble, stuff like that. Violence. It's mainly gang-
related. That's the issues that I was used to here in Boston, and then 
going to boarding school, it was just completely different... It was issues 
like, just self-image issues and self-esteem issues and girls, you know, 
with eating disorders and stuff like that . .. .I was never introduced to stuff 
like that. Because of the way I was raised. I was raised to, to always 
respect myself. I was raised to have a high self-esteem, that's just how I 
was. So when I went to boarding school, I was just, I couldn't understand 
it .. .. My freshman year, dealing with this, was so weird. But I knew girls 
who cut themselves, who thought they were fat, who would throw up 
because they thought they were fat, that they're too skinny, too this, too 
that. And I was just-- I was so shocked. Like ... what? (laugh) I don't 
understand. I could not relate to it at all. I was like, "You think you're fat? 
What?" (laugh) . . . I couldn't relate to it because I had no friends from 
Boston who had any of those problems. I never had any of those 
problems. I never even heard of any of those problems. I don't hear 
about girls-- Well, where I'm from, we don't care about girls thinking 
they're too fat or throwing up or thinking they're this or that (laugh) . .. 
Everyone's raised to be cocky where I'm from. Everyone thinks they're 
just the best thing walking. Everything about them is so beautiful. That's 
the way I was raised. A part of that is because-- Part of the reason why I 
was raised like that and a lot of people raise their kids like that in my 
neighborhood and the neighborhoods that are like mine are because a lot 
of girls would often fall, fall to guys. You know, guys tell them that 
they're beautiful and stuff like that. And a lot of girls would fall for stuff 
like that because they're not told that at home. And that leads to teen 
pregnancy and all the other issues that I was used to dealing with here [in 
Boston]. So that's I guess part of the reason that a lot of the girls that I 
know were raised to think that they were already beautiful. So when 
guys say that, it's like, "Yeah, tell me something that I don't know." (p. 9-
10) 
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Karena tried to describe why she didn't have many female friends in her 
dormitory and related these reasons to this type of confusion over the problems that her 
white classmates seem to talk about. 
Over the summer, all my friends from last year, a lot of them, are like, 
"Oh, my God, I don't want new girls to come. They're going to be so 
much prettier. La, la, la. They're going to get all the attention!" I'm like, 
"Why do you care? It doesn't matter" .... Girls are so insecure. It just 
sucks. That's another thing. Like, the drama. They just don't 
understand ... That's why I don't have a lot of girlfriends because that's 
just annoying and hard to be around all the time. Like, there's these two 
friends that are in my dorm that are in my bio class and I hate .. . I don't 
hate them, but I hate how they are. They're always like, "Oh, my God, I'm 
so fat! I'm so stupid!" This one girl, she's so smart. She always gets As 
on her stuff. She's really smart, but she says stuff like that. And the girl 
that's always like, "I'm fat" is, she's not even fat, and she just wants 
somebody to say, "Oh, you're skinny." .... I'm like, "You're a beautiful girl. 
Like why are you--" You know, it's just stuff like that. Like, why? (p. 16) 
Superordinate Theme #3: Coping Strategies 
When confronted with the stressors associated with adjusting to and living in a 
boarding school environment- such as microaggressions and difficulties with learning 
new cultural codes- these participants utilized an array of strategies to cope with the 
strains of everyday life. These girls did not rely on one type of strategy to manage these 
daily stresses; their coping strategies ·varied according to their length of time at boarding 
school and depending on the situation or context. In general, these participants 
described an ongoing process of developing an increasingly complex repertoire of 
strategies over time to manage the challenges of boarding school life. 
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Initial Coping Strategies 
All of the participants stated that their first year of boarding school was difficult 
and the most challenging of their time at their schools. They described their first months 
of transition as a period of surprise and struggle about the day-to-day realities of this 
new experience and the new interactions required of them. Even though they had gone 
through over a year of preparation at Beacon, all of the participants expressed that 
boarding school life wasn' t quite what they expected before they arrived. 
Nisha summarized her period of adjustment: 
When we're at Beacon, you're still in your comfort zone. You're not put 
into this new world. Except when you go there [to boarding school to 
visit], it's completely new. I remember waking up, looking out the 
window, and seeing trees and birds. Like, where are the city buildings? I 
know that I still struggle with finding that balance of social. .. not caring 
about what people think about you and to be who you are: so, your own 
personal life, school life, and it' s hard. There's a lot of factors that go into 
being a prep school student (p. 29). 
Deandra described how the cultural differences between herself and her new 
geographically isolated, predominantly white community were greater than what she 
expected. 
Coming from a place where you're not the minority, coming from an 
inner city place where you see people your color all the time and you see 
people of your culture all the time, and then going to a place where 
you're now the minority . .. you don't understand a lot of people around 
you and you don't have a lot of things in common with a lot of people 
around you and sometimes you don't fit in. It's very, it's very different. 
So a lot of us did feel out of place sometimes, misunderstood sometimes. 
You know when people, you know they wouldn't understand us. A lot--
Like, a lot of times we would feel like, like we, like we missed our culture 
a lot. Like, they'll be times where I had one of my best friends -- she's 
Mexican. I had to-- Like, she had a nervous breakdown one day, and she 
was like, "I just want some tacos, and I miss my culture and I want some 
beans and rice." (laugh) And, like, she was really having a nervous 
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breakdown. But I understood where she was coming from because when 
you go to boarding school, all of that, that you're used to, that you 
cherish, your culture, the common things that you have with people 
around you, the [feeling of] family that you have toward your 
friends ... .It's different when you go to boarding school because you have 
to leave all that behind (p. 11). 
In addition to the "culture shock" (Zada, p . 4) of living in an unfamiliar boarding 
school environment, the participants described their adjustment as a process of identity 
growth: of finding out more about who they are through new experiences. Jasmine 
talked about how navigating the new choices and experiences of her freshman year 
caused her to reevaluate her interests, her future, her interactions with others, and her 
identity. 
It was so difficult. Just fitting in, for one thing. Being a new student. 
Trying to, you know, get the schedule. Figure out what do all these 
blocks mean. As well as, you know, figure out where I do belong there, 
like, what do I want to do. Because I was never really an athletic person. 
And [my school] is really big on athletics so that wasn't really my thing. 
So my freshman year, I didn't know whether I wanted to do a sport or 
whether I wanted to do theatre or stuff like that. So it was, it was always 
trying to figure out myself. And I think that's what my freshman year 
really helped me do is, [say] okay, I'm coming from Beacon. I kind of 
know what I want to do, but I need to kind of learn a little bit more about 
myself. So freshman year was a learning experience. Huge learning 
experience (p. 7). 
The first coping strategy after arriving at boarding school that most of the 
participants (n=lO) reported was one of initial separation, or of avoidance of social 
situations or meaningful relationships with their white classmates. They described a 
process in which they retreated from intimacy or close friendships with their white peers 
- and felt not completely welcomed by them -- and chose to look for emotional support 
from the African American community at boarding school. 
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Nola's experience was typical in many ways to other participants'. Arriving on 
campus at the start of her freshman year, she was intimidated by the racial and social 
class differences between her and her classmates and looked to her African American 
classmates for initial support before risking close relationships with students from 
different backgrounds. 
Never was I exposed to people being so preppy and rich kids. It was a 
whole new ball game. I was not used to seeing people with so many 
expensive things, so flashy. At first, I mean, I was used to --It was easier 
to make friends with people who were similar to myself. So I ended up 
meeting someone else from Boston, which was a guy. He doesn't go to 
school there anymore either .. .. Most of my friends were black. Then from 
there, I started opening up to other kids (p. 7). 
During their first months at boarding school, participants discussed how their 
previous lack of real world experience in dealing with race-related incidents led them to 
rely on the support and experience of their African American classmates. Nisha, who 
stated that she only became close to African American boys and seniors by the end of 
her freshman year, described one such incident with a white student during the start of 
that year. 
So I was walking back [to my freshman dorm] and then this one guy's 
like, "Oh, well, hey, can I walk with you?" And I'm like, "Sure, you know. 
I don' t really mind." Then he ' s like, "Oh, well, I like jokes. Do you like 
jokes?" "Yeah, I guess." . .. But then he just starts going with all these 
racist jokes and I'm just like-- I'm not laughing. I don't think it's funny. 
And the only one I actually remember that really just set me off was he 
said, "What do you call a room full of black people nagging over a cause 
that's not really important, or a stupid cause?" And I just looked at him 
because I was speechless by this point. I just-- I didn' t know what to say 
or do. I was, like, I can't hit him; I'll be expelled. I can't -- I don't want to 
say anything and be offensive back to him. And he was like, "Well, you 
call it the NAACP." And it was, like, oh my gosh, this man's thinking 
racism is stupid. I was like, "It' s a big thing. It's an actual problem." And 
I remember just walking just in silence and while he ' s laughing ... .I went 
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back to my room and my roommate and I, we weren't close and so I was 
just quiet. And I just remember just crying because I didn't really know 
what to do. I didn't know who to go to (p. 11). 
Nisha said that her coping strategy during freshman year was to stay quiet and 
retreat when she would find herself in conflict with other students and to withdraw 
from the wider prep school community. Because of her preparation at Beacon Academy, 
she knew that her instinctual coping strategy - to solve conflicts physically- was not an 
option, but she had not yet developed the behavioral and social skills to handle these 
situations in a culturally appropriate way in the boarding school setting. 
I was pretty silent. It was something that I just didn't know how to deal 
with because instantly my mind would go to like, "Okay, you need to 
knock some sense into this person." But I knew that I couldn't do that and 
I always thought like, "Oh, control your anger." It's different. It's not the 
same environment. Like, if you hit someone, you're gone. It's not, like, 
oh, you're suspended, like [in] my middle school. So I found myself 
struggling (p. 12). 
Similarly, Tia relied on her friendships with other African American students 
during her transition into boarding school life. She found that although Beacon had 
prepared her in the abstract for social situations with primarily affluent white students, 
in reality these interactions were much more complicated and not anything like what 
she expected. 
I didn't know how catty girls can be at boarding school or in like-- I just 
didn't realize how catty people could be ... I was so optimistic and happy 
about going to boarding school. I was, like, this should be fine. I'm going 
to make me a lot of friends and things like that. I did not realize how 
crazy these girls can be living in one dorm with some girls [that] like steal 
shampoo or steal makeup or steal from their rooms. And I just had that 
impression that everyone was like Beacon said [would] be. I-- not how--
maybe they didn't say it was going to be that way, but they said I should 
have these qualities, to be able to shake someone's hand and be proper 
and things like that. I just thought everyone at school would be proper. 
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And when I came there, you have some kids doing drugs. You have some 
kids-- you got stealing and things like that .. .I didn't realize it was going 
to be like this. I thought everyone was going to be fine and everyone was 
going to be proper and things like that. But no, it was completely 
different (p. 9). 
For Tia, freshman year was the most overwhelming, a time when she turned 
inward and did not feel integrated into her school community but she has since gained 
perspective about how to navigate many of the challenges of boarding school life. 
Some days [students of color] get lost and not know where to go, being 
themselves or whatever. So it takes time. I think I develop my personality 
more each year going by at school. So definitely [you] just have to have 
strength and keep pushing through struggles, whatever struggles they 
have because I think, yeah, my freshman was the worst year. [I'm] just 
saying the worst year as in so many problems, issues, struggles, things to 
deal with, responsibilities. Just I didn't realize it was just going to be all 
thrown on me. And each year, it got better (p. 9). 
Jasmine similarly said that she has felt more like a member of her school 
community as more time has passed at her school. 
Some students haven't been exposed to [people from] the city. They're 
used to just seeing people that look like them. But when I went there, I 
felt like people are less, less likely to open up to me until they know that 
I'm okay. I'm not going to-- Like, [now they know that] I'm not that 
different from them. So at first [being a student of color] mattered in 
terms of adjusting, but now that I'm older, more familiar, and people are 
more familiar with me, it's a little less pressure. I don't have to worry 
about it. Because I'm not going to lie. I did worry about that freshman 
year because I was new there. I didn't know what to expect. The fact that 
I looked different from everyone didn't really help. Not only was I 
worried about making friends, but I was worried about other things as 
well. It definitely does make a difference. Every student of color is going 
to think about that. And it doesn't matter what race you are, what 
ethnicity, it's always going to be a factor. You always do get treated 
differently, get different questions. (p. 13) 
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Bicultural Strategies: Social Support, Engagement, and Strong Sense of Self 
Reaching this point that Jasmine describes- when she felt confident that she 
would be successful at meeting the challenge of navigating between cultural groups-
was a gradual process for each of the participants. Bicultural efficacy- or this "belief, or 
confidence, that one can live effectively, and in a satisfying manner, within two groups 
without compromising one's sense of cultural identity" (Lambroise et al., 1993, p. 404) -
did not develop overnight when these participants moved into their new dorm rooms 
during the fall of their freshman year. 
After an initial period of withdrawal and isolated introspection, these students 
began to rely more and more on social support and networks- friendships, 
multicultural groups, Beacon friends, and faculty on campus, particularly faculty of 
color - as an emotional and psychological foundation before beginning to engage with 
the wider boarding school community in an increasing variety of roles and settings. 
Using these social resources and their experiences and connections with Beacon, they 
learned other strategies for coping with the challenges of boarding school life. Over 
time, they began to try out a growing range of behavioral strategies -- from using humor 
to altering their dress or other aspects of their self-presentation in different contexts to 
even challenging perceived racism on their campuses. At the same time, they also more 
self-consciously began to cultivate and recognize their inner psychological resources and 




Crucial to the ability to cope in a boarding school environment was the ability to 
find and use formal and informal social support systems. At boarding school, 
participants learned the importance of seeking guidance and support from their friends, 
from their advisors, and from campus diversity groups. 
One way that participants used these external support systems was as a place to 
share feelings about race-related incidents. Karena described how she seeks out her 
African American friends after difficult or uncomfortable social exchanges: 
There's sometimes situations where I just feel uncomfortable because I'm 
the only black one around .... People make me feel awkward, but I do-- It 
just feels weird ... Yeah, there's been situations where I just felt awkward. 
I need to go and find some people (p. 13-14). 
For example, Deandra said that the election of Barack Obama as president was a 
significant topic of conversation among students of color at her school, a source of pride 
but also stress, and she used the diversity club as a place to vent her feelings: 
A lot of kids came in [to the diversity club] talking about because they felt 
offended because of what people had to say about him becoming 
president. I witnessed so many people-- Like, the next day, you know, 
the teachers asked, "Hey, what do you think about whatever, Barack 
Obama becoming president?" There would be people, Republicans 
(laugh), there would people who would be like, "Oh, God. Let's not even 
talk about it. What's wrong with America? I can't believe we have this 
guy in the office. What's next? A monkey in the office now?" ... You 
know, people always having comments about stuff like that, about Barack 
Obama becoming president. And in the diversity club, we talked about 
how we felt about it. That's all we could do is talk about it. We couldn't 
really do anything about it (p. 16). 
Two of the participants, Karena and Nisha, talked about creating an informal 
group at each of their schools specifically for female students of color. They used this 
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setting to discuss the specific challenges of identity for female students of color. Nisha 
described how she used this group as a way of venting her frustrations about the 
stereotypes and issues with identity that she feels go unaddressed in other settings: 
We just made it because-- yeah, together because it' s just like, oh, we're 
the only ones that understand each other. And we just spoke about how 
[females of color] don't have an identity at this school. ... We always talk 
about hair. Hair is a big thing. We live in the suburbs and it's hard to find 
a place. Then if we wear -- then we always get, you know, "Wear an 
afro!" from everyone. Everyone always says that. And I'm like, "It's 
actually quite hard to get an afro. It' s not as easy as you think." We talk 
about hair, we talk about relationships. Prom was a big thing because 
we're like, "Who are we going to take to prom? We cannot take a white 
guy. Like, he's definitely not going to want to go with us" (p. 12, 15). 
In addition to emotional support, participants also used peers, faculty, and 
multicultural groups as a place to receive practical advice and suggestions for how to 
behave and confront a range of situations. 
Elesha stated that she felt she had several options for support when she 
wondered about how to deal with race-related situations: 
I have other black friends at school so sometimes we talk about it. Like, 
[I'll] go to them and say, "Oh, God, guess just what happened?" But I can 
also go to my advisor and there's like-- There are diversity groups on 
campus. There are leaders .. . They know how to act toward these 
situations so I can just go to them and tell them about it (p. 12). 
Two of the older participants discussed how they now played the role of 
informal student adviser for students of color on their campuses. Nisha said that she 
has taken on the role of "elder counselor" for the female students of color: 
Well, me being the oldest, I'm known as Mama Nisha on campus, so a lot 
of the girls just come up to me and they're like, "Nisha, I don't know 
what to do." I only know from experience now of how to help them. I'm 
saying if they had come up to me before, I wouldn't have known what to 
do ... They're like, "Oh my gosh, Nisha. This person said this to me and it 
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hurt and I don't know how to deal with it so I just-- I just walked away." 
And some of them, yeah, say, "I just laugh with them, but it really 
actually hurt." And so then I have to tell them something to do because 
I'm like, "It's going to keep eating at you if you don't-- you know, if you 
don't deal with it" (p. 18). 
Although all of the participants confirmed that receiving support was an 
important part of their coping process at boarding school, several (n=S) talked about 
how they felt that the formal system of support for students of color needed significant 
improvement at their schools. 
Deandra, now in college, discussed how one serious issue for her by the end of 
her time at boarding school had become the deficiency of representation of people of 
color in the faculty and the student body: 
Did [the school] support us? You know, I guess they can say they did 
because we had a diversity group on campus, and we have a diversity 
workshop once a year. Did they really? No. I wouldn't say they did 
because, you know, when I looked around, I only saw two teachers of 
color there at my school. You know, that was it. As the years went by, 
me moving up from a freshman to a sophomore to a junior to senior, the 
kids of color, were coming in less and less. It got so bad. It's just kind of, 
like, one kid of color, like, one boy and one girl that were black. You 
wouldn't even get any Hispanics. That was out of the question. So did 
they? I don't think they did. A lot of -- I mean, you know, they have the 
standards kind of set in. Like, yeah, "We have this for them. We have 
this group for them or whatever. We have this workshop." ... You know, 
it was so much more than that [that was needed] (p. 19). 
Elesha said that she thought that female students of color needed support at her 
school that was designed to meet their individual needs: 
I feel like some [female students of color] just need more attention. Like, 
they need to be followed up with more. And I feel like if there's a place 
or there's a person that they know that they can go to any time, there 
wouldn't be a problem. I think that would be best for students who come 
from Beacon or for, from my area. Because I just feel like they need 
someone to talk to when they don't feel well or if they feel like someone 
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doesn't understand them to just go to someone that does. And that'll help 
them out more (p. 17). 
Outside of the school community, another critical source of support was the peer 
network of other Beacon alumnae. Participants shared how other graduates of Beacon-
although they were at other boarding schools - played an important role as a connection 
to their home community in Boston. The importance of Beacon friendships helped to 
compensate for the absence of friendship networks at home in Boston, which 
participants all stated that they lost or reduced their participation once they began their 
full-time year at Beacon. 
Sheree, like the other participants, said that she had few close relationships with 
peers from her neighborhood, other than Beacon students. 
Well, I really don't have too many friends outside of school, other than 
Beacon. Those are my only closest friends. Once you go into Beacon, 
that's all your friends. Like, that group of 100, 200 people [from Beacon 
and boarding school], that's your friends there and I probably have a 
couple people outside of Beacon, outside of school, but they aren't as 
reliable as the people that I've met at Beacon or the people I've met at [my 
school]. 
As Alexus described, she realized that she no longer shared goals or common 
experiences with most of her peers from her neighborhood. However, Beacon graduates 
share her experience with growing up in an urban Boston neighborhood and attending 
urban schools, as well as graduating from Beacon and confronting the challenges of the 
predominantly white environment of boarding school. In other words, they shared 
common racial and cultural identities as well as strong academic orientations and school 
histories. 
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I guess because I had a different path from my friends in middle school. 
Like, they didn't really care about anything. They were just floating on a 
boat. But, like, I really want-- Like, ever since I was younger, I wanted to 
go to Harvard. That was my dream, and I did well in school so all the 
girls came to me and, like, tried to get me to help them with their 
homework and stuff. And when I got to Beacon, all the girls in there had 
the same path as me so we clicked right away. I mean, I still hate girls 
(laughs). But not as much, because I can fi.l'ld girls who actually can, like, 
talk to me about stuff. Not just use me for stuff (p. 7). 
Karena similarly said that she retan'led her Beacon friendships after going away 
to boarding school but not her friendships with neighborhood peers. Karena shared 
some of the awkwardness, pain, and confusion that the participants expressed in losing 
their childhood friends, but also expressed an awareness of the value of her Beacon 
relationships. 
If you start hanging out with one of [my friends from home], like, some 
people might try and steal, like, you know ... There are some people that 
go to high school because they have to, you know. Like, just do it 
because they just have to. And I know that people at Beacon, that's not 
where their mindset is, because we all had to go through that and none of 
us would do it if that was our mindset. And I just don't --not that I'm 
better than anybody -- I just don't feel. .. not comfortable but I just can't --
I feel like I would be moving backwards if I-- not necessarily just hung 
out with them --but were .... I don't know . But I know-- I've been in the 
situation where I was around some people when they were just doing 
stupid stuff and I was, like, all right, I need to leave because if my school 
finds out that I was even there, not that I did anything, but I was even 
around that, I don't know what could happen. So I just try not to put 
myself in that situation so I don't really bother hanging out with anybody 
that's not from my school or Beacon (p. 8). 
According to the participants, by staying apart of peer networks at home outside 
of fellow Beacon graduates, they may also risk the possibility that they will be faulted 
for "acting white." Nine of the participants reported that they had been accused by the 
few friends with whom they still do keep in touch from home of "acting white" because 
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of changes in their speech, dress, tastes, or interests since attending Beacon. Each of 
these participants stated that they felt defensive and upset about this accusation. 
Tia said that she has been accused repeatedly of acting white by former 
classmates, and her friends ' intolerance for any new habits or interests- despite her 
attempts to readjust herself to fit back in with her old friends-- is the main reason for the 
end of most of her friendships at home. 
That's-- I think that was my biggest problem. Now I can like define this, 
what my problems were. Acting white .... That's part of the reason why 
my friends don't talk to me either .. .It's just-- just happens. It 's inevitable. 
But saying things like, "awesome," "cool," or whatever they think is 
white. Like, "Yo, you're talking white now." I'm like, "What do you 
mean?'' [A friend is] like, "You're just talking so proper and some of the 
words you say, like, your slang is completely off." And I didn't know 
how to explain to them and sometimes before, I felt like, "Oh, wait, I'm 
changing. I need to go back into Tia Boston mode." Sometimes I do feel 
that way when I come back home. I'm like, "Forget it." I'm like, it's-- it 
happens. People go to different areas and then they pick up something 
and they say it. I can't help that. And also I can' t help the fact that I live at 
school with 250 students and most of them, half of the population, more 
than half the population being white. There's nothing I can do about that. 
And it's not anything about being white (p. 16-17). 
For Nisha, the conflicts with her friends from home over "acting white" were 
even more painful and caused her confusion over her own racial identity. By senior 
year, she stated that she has a "few friends" left from her neighborhood, but spends 
nearly all of her time at home with friends from Beacon. 
Going to school, they're like, "Oh, Nisha's a black girl. She's, you know, 
she's clearly black." Whatever. Then I come home on breaks and stuff and 
they're like, "Oh my gosh, you're so white." Like, all my friends here [in 
Boston]. And I'm just like, "What?" Like, I'm black. I'm so black. I can 
look in the mirror. I can see this. So then I feel like-- I mean, I know that 
I'm a black person, but sometimes when I sit down and think too much, 
I'm always just like, well, if I wanted to, I mean, I could check off this box 
and maybe to see how it is. And so even that's still kind of iffy 
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sometimes, but I just always remember to never forget where I came from 
(p. 10) . 
For Nisha the accusations of "acting white," like several other participants (n=4), 
such as Nola, whose family now call her "Oreo," come not only from friends but from 
family members when they are home in Boston. 
Yeah, when I go back home .. .. sometimes my mom and her boyfriend ... 
Like, I just came back from [Europe for a school trip] and they're like, 
"Oh, you go back overseas and, oh, you're just someone else now." Like, 
what are you talking about? They're like, "Oh, she's bougie," or, "She 's 
fake. " What? I don't understand what I'm doing wrong at this point (p. 
14). 
Thus, for many of these participants, their relationships with family members 
and peers from their previous schools became complicated and often difficult once they 
attended Beacon and left for boarding school. They became immersed in a cultural 
world that was completely unfamiliar to those with whom they had grown up. From 
the peer and group networks to which they became close at boarding school and from 
the continued support when they were back home in Boston from the Beacon peer and 
adult community, these girls were able to create effective support networks in both 
cultural environments to which they belonged. They were able to retain a sense of 
cultural and racial identity from friendships with other students of color who shared 
similar socioeconomic and educational backgrounds, and these relationships helped to 
provide a "sense of being grounded" in both cultures and help to lessen the 
psychological pressures of living in two cultures (LaFramboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 
1993, p. 407). 
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Engagement 
Once these participants felt "grounded" in both settings through developing 
effective support systems that help them to cope with the challenges of living in two 
cultures, they began to feel confident enough in their abilities to manage potential 
stresses that they became more engaged in the boarding school community in a variety 
of ways. With the support of peer and community networks to help them to develop 
culturally appropriate behavioral skills, they participated more meaningfully and 
successfully in a greater range of roles. 
A common strategy that the participants reported in eventually helping them to 
fit into their schools more effectively was formal involvement in community clubs, 
sports, and extracurricular activities. After developing friendships within the 
community of students of color, these participants reported "branching out" to form 
connections with white students in the activities that they chose. While some 
participants became very involved in sports, theatre, or music, Nisha decided to 
participate in student government. 
I feel like Beacon tells you, "Oh, don't always hang out with the black 
kids and, you know, try to branch out." And it's, like, no, go to black kids. 
And so go there and they can be your solid group, but still branch out 
because I still have- now I can still go into different circles of people that 
aren't students of color and be perfectly fine . . . .. If you make sure that 
you're an open person, then it'll eventually happen. You might not be 
able to spend the night over at their house or something like that, but 
they'll still respect you. And that's what I learned by-- I was not going to 
run for student body president because I was-- I'm not popular. I'm not 
like what people think --like I thought was like the "ideal" [student from 
my boarding school] ... Then when they called my name, I was like, 
"Whoa!" It was a very eye-opening experience and it made me realize I 
can be who I thought I was and who I am and still be respected. So I'm, 
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like, you don't have to dumb yourself down in order to be respected. It'll 
just come naturally. Just give people time to learn (p. 29). 
Although all of the participants cited the importance of engagement with the 
community in some extracurricular activity, four of the students, including Jasmine, 
stated that participation in student activities would actually be their most essential 
advice to another student of color who was about to enter their school. 
I would tell them that you might feel different at first, but dare to be 
different. Take the challenge. Try something new. Definitely try 
something new. Don't try to-- Don't get caught up on the fact that you 
look different. Don't get caught on the fact that you're away from home. 
And -- or the food may be different, not what you're used to ... .It's okay to 
step out of your comfort zone. It might feel weird at first, but you might 
find somethil"lg that you like. You might find someone you may not have 
talked to before. You might find, like, whoa, this person's pretty cool. 
Just not to just create your own bubble, I'd say. And to really, urn, really 
get-- I don't know how to explain it. Embrace, embrace everything 
around you (p. 9). 
In addition to formal involvement in organized school activities, another form of 
engagement with the boarding school community that was common to most of the 
participants (n=9) was taking on the role of "educator" or teacher to the white 
community about diversity-related issues. Kramer (2008) found that students from a 
part-time preparatory program for low-income students for independent schools felt 
that they had been tramed to take on the role of "diversifiers" in their subsequent 
schools and felt satisfaction and successful adaption through that role in teaching naive 
peers about how to interact with people from different backgrounds. In contrast, the 
participants in the present study did not state that they all believed that this was one of 
their primary daily responsibilities as a Beacon graduate to teach others about their 
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culture or about racism and did not report that they took on this role until they had 
already adjusted and felt grounded within their schools. 
They also did not feel that it was their duty to "educate" other students in every 
setting, all of the time. Rather, this was a strategy of engagement and advocacy that 
participants used in some contexts and not others. Participants found the most 
satisfaction with this role when they participated in "teaching" as a part of an ongoing 
friendship or relationship in which they as urban African Americans were also engaged 
in a learning process about white American culture. 
Jasmine explained: 
You get to educate students, you know. And I don't-- It doesn't make me 
uncomfortable as it might have when I was a freshman, having to explain 
to other students, like, I'm not good at basketball; I'm black, but that 
doesn't mean I'm good. And it doesn't mean I'm an athlete because I'm 
far from an athlete. But it gives me an opportunity to educate others, and 
I like that feeling. It's also a rewarding feeiing as well, just to, you know, 
if people have questions. It's okay to ask questions. And I think we've 
made that clear. I think people are comfortable enough with me at my 
school where they can ask questions .... At first, when I was a freshman, I 
didn't know what to do or what to say. But now it's kind of fun. (laugh) 
Yeah. Just because my closest friends there have become so comfortable 
with asking to the point that it's just fun to explain. We make jokes out of 
it! And it's -- I think it's really important to have that comfortability there 
when you're a student of color, especially a female of color. Because 
that's another way that you just build relationships with people, just by 
sharing, sharing the different aspects of your culture, you know (p. 14). 
Similarly, Deandra, now in college, used her "teaching" role with her peers as a 
way of forming long-term connections with white students. She stated that at first the 
cultural differences between the other students and herself caused her distress and 
loneliness, eventually she began to view those differences as a potential basis for 
deepening relationships and greater engagement with her peers. 
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I knew people who didn't understand my culture and I was fine and I 
didn't understand their culture, but we would ask each other about it. 
And we would kind of overcome our differences. I mean, I like the fact 
that I knew people from different places because I learned a lot from 
them. I learned a lot about their culture that I wouldn't have, you know, I 
wouldn't have learned. It was a learning experience. You know, it was 
definitely a learning experience. So, I mean, [cultural differences were] 
an issue. But I couldn't let it break me. (laugh) (p. 14) 
Self-Reflection 
Finally, most of the participants (n=10) stated that they had gone through a 
process of self-reflection in which they realized that a strong sense of personal identity 
was necessary to confront the challenges of adapting to life at boarding school. Using 
their beliefs and feelings about themselves, they cultivated the strength to resist negative 
stereotypes and the daily stresses of living between two cultures. These participants 
reported that a positive self-image and inner strength were critical to their personal 
development and adjustment to a bicultural environment. Repeatedly, these 
participants stressed that it was necessary to "be yourself" and stay true to your own 
personal identity, no matter what other bicultural strategies were also used. 
Deandra explained: 
But I knew that being at boarding school, you had to have a very, very 
independent mentality and you had to know that -- You had to know 
who you were. You had to be very strong-minded because it's very easy 
to go to boarding school and get caught up in other stuff. It's easy to have 
other people persuade you to do things that, you know, get you into 
trouble and stuff like that. So you definitely have to know who you are 
and know what you do and what you don't do and what you're not going 
to stand for. Because kids-- I see it all the time. Not to call them weak-
minded but kids who, who I guess they're -- They didn't have a lot --
Like, my mom would always just kind of embed it in my head, like, 
you're your own individual, do what you want to do, don't ever try to 
follow a crowd. You know, you have to always keep your eyes on the 
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prize and do what you have to do to make yourself successful and, you 
know, don't worry about anybody else. And I was always like that when 
I went to boarding school (p. 8) 
After describing how her "confidence level" has changed between her 
preparation at Beacon to her current year at boarding school, Tia reflected that a deep 
inner strength and resilience was necessary in coping with boarding school: 
I definitely think Beacon prepares us enough to go out to school and to do 
something. We may struggle, that's fine. But you have to give yourself 
the willingness to struggle a little bit more until you get to that age or that 
point where you 're ready like to just do it without struggling. Some 
people can't handle being put in uncomfortable situations such as going 
to a white school. They feel like it's too much to want to explain or to 
handle. So it has-- I think it's more about striving and perseverance and 
struggling. Not many people have the ability to struggle all at once (p. 
25). 
A few of the participants, most notably Nisha, reflected on how their years at 
boarding school have been a process of struggle and acceptance. 
It's not all bad. It's hard. It' s definitely hard. But life wouldn't be life if it 
wasn't hard. And I feel as though, like I said, I've gained a lot from it, 
more so personally than academically. I probably can't tell you what I 
learned in history class, but I can tell you about myself more. And I 
learned -- even though I struggled with ethnicity now, I guess, I still 
know what I am. But I feel like I've learned so much more about myself 
and how I can help others. And I don't know, it's kind of like [my 
boarding school] has been my own counseling institute .... I'm, like, you 
don't have to dumb yourself down in order to be respected. It'll just come 
naturally. Just give people time to learn (p. 29-30). 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications 
The present study highlights the importance of preparation, racial stressors, and 
coping strategies to the experience of attending boarding school for the African American 
female participants. The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of 12 
female African American graduates of a nonprofit program to prepare urban students 
for elite boarding schools. Through phenomenological inquiry, the study aimed to 
reveal how these girls made meaning of their experiences, coped with challenges, and 
demonstrated resilient outcomes. 
The following chapter will present a discussion of the findings from in-depth, 
one-on-one interviews with the participants about their experiences as Beacon Academy 
graduates at elite boarding New England boarding schools. This discussion will connect 
the findings of the interpretative phenomenological analysis with the guiding theoretical 
frameworks of Phenomenological Variant of Systems of Theory (PVEST) and resilience. 
Applying the lens of PVEST, this chapter will explore how students' own interpretations 
of adversities and resources can provide us with a better understanding of resilience, or 
the ability to learn and flourish despite obstacles that would normally impede success or 
academic and emotional growth. Despite significant threats to their success and 
development throughout their childhoods and in the specific context of boarding school, 
these girls- with a great deal of support- have learned how to use coping strategies in 
different contexts to help them navigate and make sense of perceived stressors. 
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All of the participants in this study came from backgrounds in which attendance 
at elite boarding schools was an exceptional accomplishment in its own right. Unlike 
their boarding school peers, they grew up in families where college graduation or prep 
school education was hardly the norm. When faced with the challenges of a new 
educational and community context, they had already faced adversities that were also 
not typical of their boarding school classmates: single family homes, huge 
responsibilities at home in caring for siblings, mediocre schools, poverty, tensions with 
childhood friends who were making very different choices, fears about repeating their 
family cycle of teenage motherhood. 
Beacon Academy was an experience that served as preparation for negotiating 
the challenges that they would encounter in their immediate transition to this new 
environment and the ongoing challenges in the form of race-related and social class-
related stresses, such as stereotypes. Academically and socially, they would draw on the 
skills, knowledge, and beliefs about their own capabilities- as well as the cultural 
knowledge and social competencies --that were cultivated by Beacon Academy to adapt 
to this new setting. The strategies and perseverance that they developed with support 
during their year at Beacon to survive the program's academic and social rigor would 
prove invaluable in confronting the initial adjustment to boarding school life. However, 
these strategies would be adapted over the next months and years as new challenges -
both specific to the context of elite boarding school and more general to the typical 
developmental growth of adolescence - would need to be addressed. Over time, 
students' sense of identity as "multicultural navigators" (Carter, 2005) who are able to 
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negotiate between different cultural groups and contexts would help them become 
academically and psychologically resilient. 
The analysis of the participants' narratives of their experiences was an inductive 
method that began with generating themes that were common across the participants' 
accounts. The relationships and connections between the themes were then explored. 
Spencer's (1997) model of Phenomenological Variant of Systems Theory (PVEST) was 
used as an interpretative framework for this data analysis. The three themes 
(preparation, race-related stressors, and coping) were used to generate a model of the 
experience of being a student at an elite boarding school for an African American 
graduate of Beacon Academy. These themes were: 
1. The preparation provided by Beacon Academy would serve as a protective 
factor to buffer against the stressors associated with the experience of attending an elite 
boarding school. This preparation- in the form of social capital, cultural capital, and the 
development of perseverance an.d grit-- would balance the risk factors that the 
' participants already possessed. 
2. The most frequently cited stressor described by the participants was the 
experience of microaggressions, which are frequent, verbal or nonverbal slights or 
insults toward people of color. The participants described unique forms of race-related 
stress because of the combined impact of their race, class, and gender as urban African 
American females. 
3. Participants, using the internal and external supports available to them in the 
boarding school context, managed the transition to boarding school with initial coping 
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strategies, primarily using support from peer networks of other students of color. Over 
time participants developed a wider set of resilient coping responses and resistance to 
handle the challenges of this new context, including greater engagement in school 
activities. 
A Model of Risk and Resilience for Female Beacon Academy Graduates 
Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) provides a 
theoretical framework to apply to the understanding of how strengths and risk factors 
contribute to the resilience and adaptive functioning of students of color within their 
environmental contexts. Based on ecological systems theory (Bronfrenbre1mer, 2005), 
PVEST "emphasizes and integrates various characteristics and environmental contexts 
of low-income African American adolescents in an attempt to clarify the relationship of 
those contexts to attitudes and life-stage outcomes" (King & Madsen, 2007, p . 497). It 
has the potential to identify aspects of the environment that may contribute to positive 
or negative outcomes. The PVEST framework recycles through an individual's lifetime 
as each individual balances new risks with protective factors, encounters new stressors, 
establishes new coping strategies, and redefines self-perceptions. 
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Figure 1: Summary of Spencer's Phenomenological Variant of Systems Theory (2007) 
Each of the five components of PVEST will be applied to understanding the 
experiences of the participants at boarding school and adapted to a model of resilience 
that reflects the interaction between environmental factors, constraints, assets, and 
resources experienced within this environmental context. The first component, net 
vulnerability level, consists of all the individual-level and contextual-level risk factors 
and protective factors that operate together to affect an individual's vulnerability. Thus, 
the effects of risk contributors can be mitigated or offset by the availability and impact of 
protective factors. Furthermore, protective factors in one setting might be perceived as 
risk factors in another setting. The second component, net stress engagement, consists of 
the actual situations that challenge the well-being or development of an individual. This 
is the "actual phenomenological experience of risks and protection in context" (Spencer, 
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2007, p . 849). Unlike the risk factors of the first component, these stressors are "actualized 
risks encountered that require some level of response because they are experienced as 
actual challenges" (Spencer, 2007, p. 848). In response to challenges and the available 
supports, reactive coping methods are used. This third component of PVEST, if used 
consistently over time, becomes stable coping responses, or the fourth component, as 
appraisal of the results of the strategies continues. These coping patterns become part of 
an adolescent's identity, which set the stage for later perception and action, then leading 
to productive or unproductive outcomes and the final component of PVEST. 
This cycle of self-appraisal, coping, and reactions from others continues, with 
interaction between each of the components, as shown in Figure 1. 
Figure 2: Model of Participant Experiences, Adapted to PVEST 
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Stage 1: Net Vulnerability Level (Risk Factors and Protective Factors) 
According to the participants in this study, they entered boarding school with a 
number of relevant risk contributors and protective factors from their own personal 
histories and temperaments a's well as from the environment itself, as shown in Figure 2. 
As low-income or working class students, they were the recipients of 
considerable financial aid from the schools themselves. However, students found that 
their recreational, academic, and travel choices were often limited by their 
socioeconomic circumstances. For instance, many of the participants lived hundreds of 
miles away home and did not have parents who owned cars and were not able to return 
home for short breaks or travel with other students. In addition, many of the boarding 
schools require a minimal parental contribution, for example by asking parents to 
contribute to the several hundred dollar bank account required on campus to purchase 
books and supplies, but some parents' precarious financial states became sources of 
stress for the students and conflict with the schools. Even before they entered boarding 
school, the participants stated that they anticipated that their socioeconomic status 
would create social distance with other students and attending a boarding school may 
prove to be a financial hardship on their families . Likewise, only a couple of the 
students had general experience attending a predominantly white school, and this 
inexperience with this challenge, despite their preparation from Beacon, was perceived 
as a risk factor by the students themselves. Finally, for the purposes of this study, 
gender itself was interpreted as a risk factor by these girls. Although in their home 
neighborhoods, schools, and families, they were the recipient of high expectations and 
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greater responsibilities, in comparison with their male peers, at boarding school they 
found that societal stereotypes about African American women and the differences 
between their backgrounds and their white female peers had the potential to be 
emotionally overwhelming. For these participants, what may have been a protective 
factor in facilitating achievement and in developing strong relationships in one setting 
may have become a risk factor in the different context of boarding school. 
At the same time that participants made assessments about the factors that could 
operate to impede their adjustment and success at boarding school, they also stated that 
they experienced several other factors as accessible protective influences. All of the 
participants discussed in detail how the preparation that they received from Beacon 
Academy functioned as a source of training for the challenges that they would 
encounter. First, the program transformed their work habits, belief in their own 
capabilities, and effort level. Although many of them had future academic goals and 
considered themselves good students before entering Beacon, the program served to 
cultivate "grit" in these participants, this quality of "perseverance and passion for long-
term goals" (Duckworth et al, 2007, p. 1087), such as admission and achievement at an 
elite academic institution, in spite of obstacles, boredom, or breaks in progress. Second, 
Beacon helped to develop cultural capital (Lareau, 2003), or cultural knowledge and 
competence in the elite boarding school world. By teaching them explicitly about the 
qualities of these schools' historic, scholastic, geographic, and demographic "eliteness" 
(Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2009a), Beacon prepared them for the interactional styles, 
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tastes, and expectations for how to deal with conflict that would be characteristic of 
boarding school life. 
Finally, Beacon's preparation also included new, deep relationships with adults 
with strong relationships to the boarding school world, such as Beacon faculty and 
volunteer mentors. These adults formed strong emotional and academic bonds with the 
participants, assisting them in everything from their application process to boarding 
school, studying for tests during evening study hall, purchasing eyeglasses, and 
negotiating with independent schools about financial aid. The participants were aware 
that this support and these relationships would continue in boarding school and 
beyond, as they were close to other alumnae who kept close bonds with Beacon many 
years after finishing the program; they knew that Beacon staff would help them arrange 
transportation during school breaks, communicate with their advisors and teachers 
about their grades, and help them with the college admissions process. They also 
described how other Beacon alumnae - both from their cohort and others -- would serve 
as a peer support system and a continued presence in their lives at boarding school, 
through social media and visits during school breaks. 
Stage 2: Net Stress Engagement (Challenges) 
Once they arrived on campus, these girls identified many challenges that they 
faced in their new environment. A few cited homesickness, some mentioned difficulties 
with adjusting to the schedule of boarding school life, a few described their dislike of the 
athletic requirements at their new school and mandatory daily practices. However, as a 
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phenomenological study, the analysis of this interview data focused on commonalities 
of experience, and the major theme to emerge from the analysis of the initial experience 
of boarding school was the challenge of race-related stress. Participants related that 
being a student of color in a predominantly white environment, often for the first time, 
caused distress and reflection about their own cultural assumptions and backgrounds. 
While perceptions of the severity of the stress differed between participants, all 
of the girls described "microaggressions" as one aspect of their experience at boarding 
school (3). Researchers describe "microaggressions" as "brief, commonplace, and daily 
verbal, behavioral, and environmental slights and indignities directed toward Black 
Americans, often automatically and unintentionally" (Sue et al., 2008, p. 329). Derald 
Sue and his colleagues proposed a taxonomy of these more subtle, ambiguous 
interactions and categorized microaggressions as a) microinsults b) microinvalidations 
or c) microassaults. Microinsults are exchanges- whether verbal, visual, or behavioral--
that communicate rudeness or racial insensitivity and insult a person's racial heritage. 
These are "subtle snubs, frequently unknown to the perpetrator, but clearly convey a 
hidden insulting message to the recipient of color" (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274). 
Microinvalidations are exchanges that are perceived to dismiss the thoughts or 
experiences of a person of color on the basis of their race. Microassaults are much more 
explicit and are usually deliberate verbal or nonverbal attacks, such as name-calling or 
purposeful exclusion or discrimination. The participants in this study experienced all 
three types of microaggressions, although microinsults were by far the most common. 
These included stereotypes about African Americans' cultural values and about the 
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assumed experiences and qualities of these participants, based on their race and 
neighborhood. African American girls confronted assumptions not only based on their 
race but also based on preconceptions about the stereotypical aggressive, hostile and 
dominating personality of African American women. 
Stage 3: Initial Coping Responses (Disengagement) 
The initial coping strategies of these girls, the next component of the PVEST 
framework, confirm the results of previous research on the reactions of African 
Americans and, specifically, African American women, to race-related stress. African 
American women have been found to favor avoidance coping strategies when 
confronted with interpersonal racism (Utsey, 2000; Thompson et al., 2008), and the 
participants in this study similarly tended to begin their boarding school careers using 
less active coping strategies, such as avoidance of stressful situations and social 
withdrawal. 
Stage 4: Stable Coping Responses (Resistance) 
As time passed, they came to rely on the support of other students of color, 
minority student affinity groups, their Beacon peers, Beacon staff, and trusted boarding 
school faculty to help them negotiate these new challenges. Their coping responses 
became more varied and complex, as they began more consistently to utilize more 
active, problem-focused coping strategies targeted to specific contexts in the boarding 
school setting. For instance, rather than viewing their position as the only student of 
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color in many classroom or social settings as a constant burden and source of hostile 
hypervisibility, some of the participants began to feel a sense of power and 
responsibility in their role as "educators" about racial and socioeconomic issues in the 
elite school setting and to use this role strategically in some situations and not in others. 
Also, as they gained experience in negotiating the requirements of different 
contexts, from dances to classes to dorm rooms, they became more adept at "role 
flexing," or changing their speech and interactional style to fit in with the expectations of 
the dominant cultural group (Shorter-Gooden, 2004). However, the participants were 
firm that this increasingly skillful "multicultural navigation" (Carter, 2005) did not alter 
their strong sense of personal or racial identity. In other words, successful engagement 
in the boarding school world, according to these girls, did not change who they were or 
where they came from, but only how successfully they benefitted from this unique 
experience of gaining credentials, making connections, and learning academic and 
interpersonal skills in an elite educational institution. 
As these coping strategies became more established (see Figure 1), they were 
further incorporated into their identities. Their experiences as Beacon graduates who 
were now active members of a boarding school community became yet another aspect of 
their sense of self. They demonstrated a stable coping identity capable of resilience 
despite ongoing stressful experiences of racial and gender discrimination; this new 
coping pattern has been called "resistance" or "resilient resistance" (Carter Andrews, 
2012, p. 10; Shorter-Gooden, 2004). Similar to Carter Andrews' (2012) findings from her 
study of high-achieving African American students in a predominantly white high 
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school, these girls did more than "manage" or "cope" with racial stressors. They 
critically questioned and rejected the stereotypes and marginalization that they 
experienced in boarding school. They did not remain academically or socially 
disengaged from their communities or develop "oppositional identities" that devalue 
educational achievement (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Rather, they refused to accept 
negative messages based on race, gender or class and instead formed a unique identity 
encompassing their sense of personal growth, willingness to take risks, character 
strengths, and achievements. Despite experiencing marginalization and racial stressors, 
they were able to stay focused and work toward their future goals without rejecting 
their previous racial identities. 
Carter Andrews (2012) uses the framework of "resistance" to describe high-
achieving students of color who demonstrate "the ability to bounce back in the face of 
racism, to have strategies for recognizing and naming racism and opposing it in healthy 
ways." Furthermore, citing Ward (1999), she argues that "resistance and resilience are 
mutually reinforcing processes of strength" (p. 10) in which adversities are negotiated 
and resisted and those successes enable additional resilience. According to Carter 
Andrews (2012), the ways in which resilient students of color respond to racial 
microaggressions complicate the traditional dichotomies in conceptualizing coping 
strategies that have been described earlier and used in previous research (Rosen et al., 
2010): problem-focused vs. emotion-based; approach vs. avoidance; engagement vs. 
disengagement; primary control vs. secondary control. While these girls did become 
more likely to use more active coping strategies, they did not necessarily attempt to 
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directly solve the problem or confront the stressor. Their behavioral responses to 
specific racial incidents or sh·essors were strategic and varied - sometimes they may 
have decided to confront a classmate's use of derogatory terms for African Americans, 
sometimes they may have chosen to stay silent in class discussions about racial topics. 
However, the internal resources and internal coping strategies that were used to shape 
how they felt about themselves and their place in the boarding school context helped to 
create a new "emergent identity" (see Figure 1) based on resistance and resilience to 
these challenges. 
Stage 5: Stage-Specific Coping Outcomes 
For these participants, the approaches of engaging and achieving in the boarding 
school community increasingly became a part of their identity of resistance. They 
resisted the stereotypes from their white classmates about African American students, 
and African American girls in particular, as well as the views of their neighborhood 
peers, and sometimes family, that achievement in an elite school setting and academic 
success are "acting white." Instead, they have formed a new identity that integrates 
what they have learned from their preparation at Beacon (a belief in perseverance and 
hard work, the future utility of an elite education) and their experiences at their 
boarding school. During interviews, they displayed an ability to think critically about 
the forces of race, class, and gender at their schools and in the larger society, and analyze 
the situations in which they have found themselves in terms of those dynamics, but also 
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reject those external conceptions as part of their personal and racial identities (Carter, 
2008). 
Using the lens of PVEST, this redefinition of the self is an ongoing process; when 
new stressors are encountered, this "dynamic and ongoing recursive process of 
negotiating risks while identifying and garnering protective factors for decreasing 
vulnerability continues between, within, and throughout each life stage" (Spencer, 2008, 
p. 850). These participants will balance future challenges with the supports that they 
perceive to be available to them, establishing "more expansive repertoires for reacting to 
coping needs" and will "redefine how individuals view themselves, which also impacts 
how others view them" (p. 850). 
As the only one of the participants who had already graduated from her 
boarding school and was a college freshman, Deandra had the perspective to look back 
at her experience at Beacon and boarding school and apply that experience to the new 
challenges that she presently faced at college. About her experience at boarding school, 
she stated that her primary lessons did not have as much to do with academics as with 
changing her outlook on the world: 
I'm glad that I had that experience. I'm glad that I had the whole 
boarding school experience. It made me -- It definitely gave me a 
different perspective, and I look at things differently now and I see things 
differently. I see-- You know, I have a better sense of myself through that 
experience. It was a learning experience. I met new people, people from 
all around the world. I was introduced to different cultures, you know. 
People I met I wouldn't have never met if I never went to boarding 
school. So it was a learning experience (p. 27). 
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Implications and Recommendations 
Based on the results from this study of the experiences of a small number of 
female students at elite boarding school, it is clear that their perceptions of the support 
that they received from their institutions varied considerably. A few said that they felt 
little support from their schools in negotiating the challenges- academic, social, racial, 
financial- that they faced, while others said that their school provided excellent support 
in some areas. But all of the students affirmed that their schools could do more and that 
what was being done was not sufficient. According to a Phenomenological Variant of 
Systems Theory (PVEST) perspective that has guided this study, because it is students' 
own perceptions of risk, protection, and support that help to influence the choice of their 
initial and later coping strategies, more attention must be paid to forms of support that 
would assist students at different points and in different contexts of their lives at 
boarding school. For instance, from the perceptions of the participants in this study, 
students of color from urban settings are most vulnerable during the first weeks and 
months on their new campuses. 
Given the overwhelming feelings of confusion and isolation during the 
beginning months in a predominantly white boarding school environment in a typically 
rural or suburban setting, intense support should be focused particularly on this period 
of transition. This support should include peer mentorship, student of color group 
meetings, and mentorship and guidance counseling from faculty of color. Most of the 
participants in this study volunteered that it was faculty of color who were most 
effective in advising and understanding their concerns and that they hoped that their 
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schools would hire more faculty of color. Two of the study participants described their 
own contribution as informal peer mentors for students on campus and that they 
believed that this support was meaningful and helpful to both the younger students and 
themselves. A formal mentorship program, with upperclassmen and college students (if 
available in the area) partnered with entering students, should be in place in every 
school to help facilitate younger students' transition to this new environment. 
Relatedly, students seem to be more capable of articulating and advocating for 
their academic and emotional needs as they grow older. Although the number of 
participants in each grade level in this study was small, the older students- who were 
18 or 19, rather than 15 --were much better able to identify what they perceived to be 
gaps in support from how their schools have addressed their needs. Independent 
schools have an important resource available to them in helping address "diversity" 
issues: the voices of the students themselves. Independent school administrators 
should take the time to speak with each student of color before graduation to listen to 
their perspective about their experiences and ask about social and emotional issues as 
well as academic concerns. In this study, several of the participants described that they 
felt disconnected from the administration at their schools and often were quite cynical 
about independent school leadership. A few of the participants felt that administrators 
did not take the time to learn about their perceptions and instead would just post their 
pictures in admissions view books and ask them to speak to perspective families. 
Because they are often expected to serve their schools in much more complex ways than 
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most white students as "multicultural" voices and role models, administrators should 
strive to create personal and meaningful relationships with students of color. 
Much of the support that is institutionally planned and organized for urban 
students and for students of color is often focused primarily on academic needs. Many 
independent schools have separate departments for academic support, including 
tutoring services, afterschool help, test preparation, and study skills training. There is a 
great deal of discussion in the national independent school community about "the 
achievement gap" between students of color - particularly African American boys - and 
white and Asian students. However, most of this conversation around accounting for 
these gaps remains focused on performance or academic skills: achievement test scores, 
grades, AP classes. And this type of support is vital for many urban and African 
American students who may indeed have significant gaps in their academic skill set, 
compared to their independent school peers. Yet based on the interviews with the girls 
from this study, they shared their perceptions that the preparation that they received 
from Beacon beyond academics was just as important as learning new vocabulary words 
and strengthening their math skills. Most of the students who arrive at independent 
schools with backgrounds similar to Beacon students will not have had this form of 
extensive social and cultural preparation for the prep school world. Independent 
schools and preparatory programs - many of which are not focused on the forms of 
noncognitive, emotional, and cultural training that Beacon does- should expand the 
scope of their support programs for these students. Tutoring, test preparation, and 
organizational skills training are not sufficient. Students from families who have 
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historically attended elite independent schools arrive on campus as freshmen with the 
cultural knowledge, academic goals, and social competence that allow them to be 
comfortable and adjust quickly to prep school life, and students should make more of an 
effort to identify the noncognitive skills and knowledge that are necessary on their 
campuses to be academically successful and emotionally healthy students. 
Most fundamentally, the policies and curricula of independent schools should 
more accurately reflect the actual experiences of the students attending each institution. 
The terms "diversity" and "multiculturalism" have become "buzzwords" in the elite 
independent school world that have become defined and used so broadly as to become 
in many instances almost empty in reflecting the daily lives, challenges, and coping 
strategies of individual adolescents, particularly urban, low-income students of color. 
Too often independent schools are able to claim that they "do diversity" through a list of 
institutional practices or traditions- multicultural fairs, add-on units to the established 
curriculum, spotlighting students of color in admissions materials or school-wide 
gatherings (Hall & Stevenson, 2007). In independent schools "it is a common occurrence 
for schools to celebrate diversity, while ignoring race" (Cooper, 2012, p . 227). Several of 
the participants of this study expressed a fair amount of resentment about the 
insufficiency of many of the diversity-related gestures. 
What the students in this study stated that they wanted from their schools is, 
first, "real" and ongoing talk about social class and race on campus. Students found 
discussion in minority student support groups at their boarding schools to be 
immensely important to developing coping strategies and reaching out for affirmation 
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and support in confronting difficult situations. When these groups were led by faculty 
of color or other supportive faculty and were organized around providing support and 
problem-solving for the day-to-day concerns and dilemmas of these students, they were 
found to be critical in these students' transitions. At every stage of their lives at 
boarding schools, peer support groups helped to form and solidify bonds between 
students of color on campus, relationships and networks that critical to a healthy sense 
of racial identity and feeling of belonging. However, frequently, these groups at 
independent schools were described as general, open-ended "diversity" groups open to 
any student with any form of self-identified multicultural background. A few of the 
participants, such as Sheree, shared perceptions of hostility and bitterness from non-
minority students who wanted to join the affinity group for students of color. Sheree 
stated that her group made a decision to limit membership to self-identified students of 
color, and she described an encounter with a classmate: 
"When at first when we were going through changes of the group, there 
was this one student who said, 11Well, my mom is, urn, one fourth Native 
American. I feel like I should join this group.'' And I said to her, I was 
like, 11Really? So you have problems fitting in in this school because your 
mother is one fourth Native American? 11 She's like, 11Yeah. 11 And I said to 
her, 11Well, what problems do you really have? 11 And this girl has no 
problems. Her mom -- Like, if you -- Her home life is perfect. She ice 
skates. She gets everything she wants. And there's no reason why she 
should join the group. From her social point of [view]. And you ask her, 
like, "why?" And the reason why wanted to join the group is just because 
she wanted to join the group, just to say, 'I'm in students of color."' (p. 
13) 
These groups should be encouraged to be a safe space for students who have 
experienced racial stress to talk frankly about their experiences on campus in order to 
use each student's experiences to share strategies for managing adversity and for 
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affirming positive racial identity. A few of the participants were members of groups 
specifically for female students of color, in which they talked about the stresses and 
experiences that are based not only on race but also on gender. Both female and male 
students of color could benefit from more frank discussion in these groups, both in coed 
and single-sex settings, about how race-related stereotypes and experience may be 
influenced by gender. 
Outside of these formal peer groups and diversity clubs and the informal 
networks of relationships between students of color, in contrast to their own perceptions 
of feelings of racialized expectations and stereotypes, the participants expressed that 
their schools conveyed a sense of "racial neutrality" and desire for "colorblindness" on 
their campuses. According to many of the participants, there is a hesitancy to admit the 
direct and indirect direct ways that race and class affect each child's experience at a 
school. 
Future Research 
The current study offers several directions for future research. First, the 
participants in this study were all female and all working class or low-income students. 
Future research examining the experiences of male African Americans and students of 
color from middle class and upper middle class or non-urban backgrounds would be 
valuable. The challenges experienced in a boarding school setting, as well as the coping 
strategies that are used initially and over time, may be very different for African 
American boys and for students of color from different geographic and socioeconomic 
141 
class backgrounds. This study made clear that these African American girls' social and 
emotional lives were profoundly affected by societal stereotypes about gender. African 
American boys confront different expectations and challenges and thus may cope very 
differently than girls during their transition to a predominantly white setting. Future 
investigations could also explore the impact of other contexts that were not asked about 
in this study, such as church or other community influences, in the educational resilience 
of these students. 
Subsequent research could also investigate the impact of students' noncognitive 
skills- motivation, effort, perseverance, self-efficacy, etc.- on their performance in elite 
school settings. Rather than focus on only the academic skill deficits that students from 
underrepresented backgrounds may possess, research could also examine the effects of 
other forms of competencies on academic success. For instance, interventions that focus 
on strengthening the coping skills of students with high academic potential should be 
designed and evaluated. 
Given the general paucity of research on students who attend elite independent 
schools, more research should also be conducted on the process of resilience for students 
of color and all students in independent school settings. More attention should be paid 
to the protective factors and risk factors that influence whether a student will be able to 
meet the challenges of this setting. Educational researchers should hear from the 
students themselves in their own voices about how and why they are able to 
demonstrate resilience in these contexts. Learning coping strategies and demonstrating 
resilience are not fixed attributes of students with high academic potential; students who 
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are accepted into elite institutions with many risk factors that threaten their achievement 
and development can learn to improve their strategies for coping with stressors and for 
demonstrating resilience. 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Forms 
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RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 
You have been invited to participate in a research study exploring the experiences of 
female Beacon Academy graduates at independent schools. You are being asked to read 
this form and ask any questions you may have before you agree to participate in this 
study. 
The study is being conducted by Jessica Smock, Doctoral Candidate, Boston University, 
Department of Educational Leadership and Development. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of what the transition to 
independent schools is like for Beacon Academy graduates. The study will focus on 
their experiences and identify the strategies and skills that these students use to adjust to 
their new schools after Beacon Academy. 
Procedures: 
If you agree, participation in this study will consist of: 
• One or two audiotaped interviews of about one hour. During these interviews, 
you will be asked about your decision to attend Beacon Academy and your 
experiences during and after the program. The first and second interview will 
take place between December 2010 and March 2011. You may be contacted after 
the interviews in follow-up e-mails or phone calls to clarify and ask questions 
about responses during the interviews. 
Benefits and Risks: 
Your participation in this study will contribute to a better understanding of the 
experiences of students who graduate from Beacon Academy and programs like it so 
that these programs can better address student needs. This study poses no significant 
risks to you. However, talking about your experiences may bring out intense feelings. 
Confidentiality: 
The interviews will be audio-taped to help me accurately capture your views, in your 
own words. The investigator will keep your identity strictly confidential and 
anonymous by assigning a pseudonym or code name to the transcripts of your 
interviews. The name of your school will also be kept confidential with ·a code name or 
pseudonym that I assign. Neither your school nor Beacon Academy will be given access 
to the records from this study. The investigator will be the only person to listen to the 
tapes for this study. If you feel uncomfortable with the tape-recorder, you may ask that 
it be turned off at any time. 
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Any identifiable data that is collected from you will be recorded by a study ID. Only the 
investigators will have access to the master-code that links your personal information to 
the study ID number. The investigators will take appropriate care to protect the 
confidentiality of your private information. However, there is a slight chance that others 
could learn information about you from this study. 
The records of this study will be kept secure in locked files in the investigator's home; 
only the researcher and her dissertation advisor will have access to these records. In any 
report that may be published, although material from the interviews may be quoted or 
paraphrased, the researcher will not include any information that would identify any of 
the participants. 
Voluntary Participation 
Your participation is completely voluntary and you have a right to refuse to participate 
in this study. You may decide not to answer any question or to withdraw from the 
study at any time without penalty. At the conclusion of the second interview, you will 
be offered a gift card of $25 as compensation for participation in this study. 
Contacts 
If you have any questions at any time, please feel free to contact the researcher by e-mail 
at jasmock@bu.edu or by phone at 617-714-3053. The research advisor at Boston 
University is Dr. Bruce Fraser. He may be reached at by phone at 617-353-3234 or bye-
mail at bfraser@bu.edu. 
You may receive further information about your rights as a research subject by 
contacting the Boston University Institutional Review Board at the Charles River 
Campus at (617) 358-6115 or at irb@bu.edu. 
Agreement to Participate 
I have read this consent form. All of my questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in this study. 
(printed name of participant) (date) 
(signature of participant) 
(printed name of researcher) (date) 
(signature of researcher) 
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PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 
"Mrican-American Girls Experiences at Boarding Schools" 
Your child has been invited to participate in a research study exploring the experiences 
of female Beacon Academy graduates at independent schools. I ask that you read this 
form and ask any questions you may have before you agree to allow your child to 
participate in this study. 
The study is being conducted by Jessica Smock, Doctoral Candidate, Boston University, 
Department of Educational Leadership and Development. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of what the transition to 
independent schools is like for Beacon Academy graduates. The study will focus on 
their experiences and identify the strategies and skills that these students use to adjust to 
their new schools after Beacon Academy. 
Procedures: 
If you agree, participation in this study will consist of: 
Two (2) audiotaped interviews of about one hour. During these interviews, your 
child will be asked about their decision to attend Beacon Academy and their experiences 
during and after the program. Both interviews will take place between December 2010 
and March of 2011. Your child may be contacted after the interviews in follow-up e-
mails or phone calls to clarify and ask questions about responses during the interviews. 
Benefits and Risks: 
Your child's participation iil this study will conh·ibute to a better understanding of the 
experiences of students who graduate from Beacon Academy and programs like it so 
that these programs can better address student needs. This study poses no significant 
risks to your child. However, talking about his or her experiences may bring out intense 
feelings. 
Confidentiality: 
The interviews will be audio-taped to help me accurately capture your child ' s views, in 
her own words. I will keep her identity strictly confidential and anonymous by 
assigning a pseudonym or code name to the transcripts of your interviews. The name of 
the school will also be kept confidential with a code name or pseudonym that I assign. 
Neither Beacon Academy nor your child's school will be given access to the data or 
interview recordings from this study. I will be the only person to listen to the tapes for 
this study. If your child feels uncomfortable with the tape-recorder, she may ask that it 
be turned off at any time. 
The records of this study will be kept secure in the researcher's home; only the 
researcher will have access to these records. All interviews and records will be kept 
confidential. In any report that may be published, although material from the 
interviews may be quoted or paraphrased, the researcher will not include any 
information that would identify any of the participants. 
Voluntary Participation 
Your child's participation is completely voluntary, and he or she may decide not to 
answer any question or to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. At the 
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conclusion of the second interview, your child will be offered a gift card of $25 as 
compensation for participation in this study. 
Contacts 
If you have any questions at any time, please feel free to contact me by e-mail at 
jasmock@bu.edu or by phone at 617-714-3053. My research advisor at Boston University 
is Dr. Bruce Fraser. He may be reached at by phone at 617-353-3234 or by e-mail at 
bfraser@bu.edu. 
You may receive further information about your rights as a research subject by 
contacting the Boston University Institutional Review Board at the Charles River 
Campus at (617) 358-6115 or at irb@bu.edu. 
Agreement to Participate 
I have read this consent form. All of my questions have been answered. I consent to 
have my child participate in this study. 
(printed name of student) 
(printed name of parent) (date) 
(signature of parent) 
(signature of researcher) (date) 
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STUDENT ASSENT FORM 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in a research study exploring the experiences of 
female graduates of Beacon Academy at their independent schools. This form explains 
the purpose of the study and describes your rights and responsibilities as a participant. 
Please read this form and ask any questions that you may have before you agree to 
participate in this study. 
The study is being conducted by Jessica Smock, Doctoral Candidate, Boston University, 
Department of Educational Leadership and Development. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of what the transition to 
independent schools is like for Beacon Academy graduates. The study will focus on 
their experiences and identify the strategies and skills that these students use to adjust to 
their new schools after Beacon Academy. 
Procedures: 
If you agree, participation in this study will consist of: 
• Two (2) audiotaped interviews of about one to two hours. During these 
interviews, you will discuss your decision to attend Beacon Academy and your 
experiences during and after the program. The interviews will take place 
between December 2010 and March 2011. You may be contacted after the 
interviews by phone or by e-mail to ask questions or to clarify responses given 
during the interview. 
Benefits and Risks: 
Your participation in this study will contribute to a better understanding of the 
experiences of students who graduate from Beacon Academy and programs like it so 
that these programs can better address student needs. This study poses no significant 
risks to you. However, talking about your experiences may lead to intense feelings. 
Confidentiality: 
The interviews will be audio-taped to help me accurately capture your views, in your 
own words. I will keep your identity strictly confidential and anonymous by assigning 
a pseudonym or code name to the transcripts of your interviews. Neither your school 
nor Beacon Academy will be given access to the records from this study. The name of 
your school will also be kept confidential with a code name or pseudonym that I assign. 
I will be the only person to listen to the tapes for this study. If you feel uncomfortable 
with the tape-recorder, you may ask that it be turned off at any time. 
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The records of this study will be kept secure in the researcher's home; only the 
researcher will have access to these records. All interviews will be kept strictly 
confidential. In any report that may be published, although material from the 
interviews may be quoted or paraphrased, the researcher will not include any 
information that would identify any of the participants. 
Voluntary Participation 
Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may decide not to answer any 
question or to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. At the end of the 
second interview, you will be offered a $25 gift card as compensation for your 
participation in this study. 
Contacts 
If you have any questions at any time, please feel free to contact me by e-mail at 
jasmock@bu.edu or by phone at 617-714-3053. The study's research advisor at Boston 
University is Dr. Bruce Fraser. He may be reached by phone at 617-353-3234 or bye-
mail at bfraser@bu.edu. 
You may receive further information about your rights as a research subject by 
contacting the Boston University Institutional Review Board at the Charles River 
Campus at (617) 358-6115 or at irb@bu.edu. 
Agreement to Participate 
I have read this consent form. All of my questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in this study. 
(printed name of student) (date) 
(signature of student) 
(signature of researcher) (date) 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 
INTERVIEW GUIDES (Appendix A) 
Part One 
Topics: Decision to attend independent school, life before Beacon, present experience, 
coping strategies 
1. Tell me about your decision to attend Beacon. 
Sample prompts: 
• What brought you to Beacon? 
• Who encouraged you to come to Beacon? 
• What did your parents think of the decision? 
• What about your friends? 
• What did you think that independent schools could offer? 
2. Tell me about what your experience was like at Beacon. 
Sample prompts: 
• What was it like for you at Beacon? What were the challenges? What did you 
like the most? 
• What was your most memorable experience at Beacon? 
• If you had a younger friend or relative asking about your experience at Beacon, 
what would you tell him or her? What advice would you give them? 
• What was the application process to independent schools like for you? 
• What was your first choice school? Why? How did you decide on [student's 
present school]? 
• What did you learn from Beacon? 
• How did Beacon change you as a student? How else did it change you? 
3. I'd like to know more about what your life was like before you decided to go to 
Beacon. 
Sample prompts: 
• Where did you grow up? 
• What was your childhood like? 
• How would you describe the neighborhood you live in now? 
• Who is in your family at home? 
• What is life like in your family? 
• How would you describe the way your parent(s) raised you? 
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• What do your parent(s) do? 
• Do you have any siblings? What are they like? 
• What personal qualities made you successful? 
• What was your old school (before Beacon) like? How did Beacon compare to 
your old school? 
4. I'd like to hear about what it was like for you when you first arrived at [present 
school]. 
Sample prompts: 
• What was it like for you when you arrived on campus on the first day? 
• What was it like for you during your first class? How was it different than 
your old school? 
• What did you expect your school to be like? How was being at [present 
school] different than you expected? How was it similar to what you 
expected? 
• Were there any other surprises? 
• What about the place itself? What was it like coming to this campus? 
• What were your impressions of the other students? 
• Did you feel like the place fit you? 
• If you could start all over and be a new student again, what would you do 
differently? 
5. What is life like for you now? I'd like to hear how you've adjusted to being at 
[present school]. 
Sample prompts: 
• What have been the most challenging aspects of being a student at [present 
school]? Can you give an example? How have you coped with these 
challenges? 
• How do you think you've changed to "fit in" at [present school]? 
• How are your friendships here at school with your classmates different from 
relationships at home? 
• What's it like being away from home? How are things different? 
• How would you describe the students at your school? In your class? 
• How do you feel about your teachers? 
• What type of support system have you had to adjust to life at [present 
school]? 
• How do you feel about your classes? If you could teach your classes for a 
week, what would you do differently? What types of things would make the 
class experience better for you? 
• How have you become involved in the school? Extracurricular activities? 
Sports? 
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• How important are these activities to you? Has this changed at all from 
before you came to this school? 
• How did you become involved? What made you decide to do these 
activities? 
• What about when you have a problem or an issue, who do you usually turn 
to for advice? What about adults? Have you ever talked to an adult about a 
problem? 
• If I were a new student to this school and you were helping me to fit in here, 
what types of things would I have to know or do to fit in? How should I act? 
What happens when a person does not act this way? 
• Are there ways that you don't fit in? 
• If you could change anything about your school, what would you change 
and why? 
6. Tell me more about what it is like to be at [present school] in terms of your 
friends and family. 
Sample prompts: 
• What is it like for you when you are at home? 
• What do your friends at home think about your going away to school? 
• What does your family think about your school? 
• How has your being at this school affected your relationships with old 
friends? How are your friendships different? 
• How are your friendships with girls? Boys? 
• Are there particular groups of people with whom you feel most comfortable? 




Topics: Experiences of Life as a Student of Color, Gender, Future goals, Advice for 
school 
1. I'd like to hear your thoughts about what it has been like for you to be an 
Mrican American student at [present school]. 
Sample prompts: 
• What differences, if any, do you think that your race has had on your 
experience here at [present school]? Can you think of any examples? 
• Has there ever been an incident at school in which you've felt that your race 
has caused you to be left out, put down, or discriminated against? 
• Do you think that people have stereotypes here at [present school] about 
people of your race? 
• How does race influence your choice of friends? Whom you date? 
• Do you feel like you've ever been asked to speak for or represent your race? 
• Have you ever felt any pressures to be with students of your own race? 
• How does the school support students of color in general? 
• Have you heard anyone talk about "acting white"? What did you think 
about that? 
• How would you describe the racial climate at [present school]? 
2. What is it is like being a female student at [present school]? 
Sample prompts: 
• How do girls' experiences compare to boys' experiences here? 
• What makes a girl/boy popular at this school? 
• What is it like for girls academically here? 
• What is it like for girls socially here? In sports? 
• What are the challenges that girls face at this school? 
• In your opinion, do you think that it's easier for a girl or a boy to do well 
academically at [present school]? Why do you think that? 
• Do you think that it's harder or easier for girls/boys socially at your school? 
Why? 
3. What is it like to be an African American girl at this school? 
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• Do you ever feel that there are expectations here about the way you're 
supposed to act as an African American girl? What are they? What are your 
feelings about those? 
• Do you ever feel that there are any stereotypes about what African American 
girls/boys are like in general here? 
4. I'd like to ask you some questions about your thoughts about social class. 
• What does social class mean to you? 
• Which social class do you identify with? 
• What difference do you think social class has made in your life? 
• What differences do you think your social class background has had on your 
experience at your school? 
• Do you ever think about differences in wealth between students at this 
school? What kinds of thoughts have you had? 
• Do your friends belong to the same social class as you? Does social class 
make a difference in your friendships? 
• How do you feel about your interactions with students from different social 
classes? 
5. Tell me more about what you think that your school could do to make this a 
better place for you. 
Sample prompts: 
• Would you recommend this school to other students like you? 
• What advice would you give to another Beacon student who might come to 
[present school]? 
6. What do you think your life will be like after you graduate from [present 
school]? 
Sample prompts: 
• What are your thoughts about college? 
• What are your dreams for the future? Can you think of anything right now 
that might get in the way of reaching these dreams? 
• What kinds of jobs do you see yourself doing when you're an adult? 
• In ten years, what do you think your life will be like? 
7. What else would you like to tell me to help me understand what the experience 
at your school has been like you? 
8. What questions do you have for me? 
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